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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 youll 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 wed 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, youre always in client service mode, ready at a moments 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 isnt necessary to prove (to the client, to yourself) that youve 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 weve 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 weve 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? Thats 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 dont 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 doesnt really describe how weve 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, were actually struggling to reconcile what we feel doesnt fit the designer persona. Designers are supposed to be on top of it all, but the truth is that were 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, Im 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 - thats 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?

Its 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 theyve 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. Theyve considered how their employees interact with you before, during and after youve experienced their products and services.

But if were 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 Im avoiding the use of the term account management. To quote Fiona Robertson Remley: We dont 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 youve learned to speak a clients 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 clients 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 arent new, it shouldnt 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 clients satisfaction level, whether its 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 clients 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, its 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? Dont 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. Dont 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 youre the cheapest option for a project, does that mean your services are really worth less? If youre 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 youre seeking to deliver.

WHAT SHOULD CLIENTS EXPECT FROM ME?

No matter what kind of client relationship youre 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 Clients Bill of Rights

1. Timeliness

As your client, I should always know when Im 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 Id 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 dont 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 projects 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.

Dont 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 cant 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 arent 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 dont understand the ramifications of a recommendation youve put forth, then it is unlikely our mutual partnership will be sustained. Im 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 arent going to be able to return an email from me within two hours, tell me. If you need flexibility on your project milestones because youre overloaded in your studio, tell me. Please dont 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 Clients 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 dont 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 isnt 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?

Heres 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 isnt perfect, Im 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 dont 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.

Its 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 isnt 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 dont 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 youve 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 youve 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 youve 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 doesnt mean that you should pester them. Respect their boundaries. Theyll 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 dont 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 studios 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 its 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 lions 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 youve 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, youve got a lead, and youve 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, Id like to see if your firm would be interested in taking part in a request for proposal (RFP) for Big Fancy Technology Companys 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 were looking to overhaul ours, I thought Id give you a call.

Its 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 doesnt 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 youre 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 theyre calling or meeting with you

Create a space for the client to immediately start sharing. You dont need to describe your professional experience or talk about yourself until youve fully heard why theyre interested in your help.

Be aware of what you wear

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

Actively listen and reflect

Be prepared to redirect the conversation as appropriate: Before we talk about our relevant work experience, Id like to explore some of the details around why youre 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 youll use when seeking out new clients. Dont assume that you completely understand your customers 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, youll 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? Dont be afraid to take it further. May I ask which ones? Im just looking for a clear understanding of the different options youre 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 dont 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, its more like $12,000. Other clients may become uncomfortable, so dont push them too far.

Bill your new business activities as an overhead expense. If you dont 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 arent 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, youll connect the two and establish an appropriate time frame for the clients budget and scope.

Gauge the initial level of trust

Every successful client relationship is built on mutual respect and trust. If you dont hear a glimmer of client honesty in your first contact - an honest description of a business challenge theyre 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 youre 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 dont 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.

Dont oversell your capabilities

Of course your client wants to hear you say, Sure, were 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 dont get caught saying, Sure, we can do all of that! Ill get back to you with a timeline, if its not actually true. Youll hang up the phone and begin to sweat over how you can acquire years of expertise in a matter of weeks. If youre still learning how to produce the work, then youre wasting time that should be spent on doing the work.

Dont 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 its just the occasional photographer - let your client know that outside partners might be involved.

Dont 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 cant guarantee that, Joe. Let me work up an estimate and a timeline, and Ill 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 youre ready to move to a proposal, youll 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 dont have a bid/win rate of at least 50 percent - whether youre 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. Its easy to see a project as a poor fit because one or more variables arent 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 dont 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 youve moved too far into the sales cycle - for instance, to the point where youve already generated a proposal - it is unprofessional to say no.

Encourage future opportunities - dont 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:

Im sorry, but it looks like the project weve been discussing isnt 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.
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Be strategic in how you provide favors. Dont 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 theyre 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 doesnt realize that what shes throwing your way is not the best fit. Right client, wrong project.

The client knows there arent 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, youre 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 doesnt 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 dont 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.

The client wants you to do work thats part of their job role

Designers are often hired to do things that are outside their clients core of expertise. But sometimes jobs come along that are part of a clients everyday work responsibilities, and you dont recognize that youre doing their job until you start the project. As an example: Your client has been having trouble getting content approved due to internal politics and asks you to help, even though its clearly outlined in your contract that its their responsibility. You may be able to move more nimbly than your client, but you will still have to work through the same internal politics to have the content approved. These kinds of requests can quickly make a project unprofitable, and they can be avoided by saying no and enforcing the boundaries set in your contract.

The client feels entitled to your help

Perhaps your client is thinking, If you say no, there are plenty of other agencies yearning to get started on this project. Such a threat is half true. If a client threatens to take her work to another agency, shes taking this tack because she wants something from you: Your participation, your investment or just your attention. She knows youll do it better than another agency. Being in this situation proves that you have more leverage than you think.

You really do need the money

Yes, you need to pay rent. No, this work is not beneath you. Yes, the work will hopefully lead to better things. You have staff you need to keep busy. Itll be over quickly, and youll be on to better things. Its true that some projects that stroll through the studio are purely money makers. Theyll never appear in your portfolio. No one needs to know.

Dont be a motion graphics specialist who finds herself pigeonholed as the PowerPoint designer. Dont take on search engine optimization projects if you just want to do logos. If word spreads that youre really good at the projects you dont want to specialize in, youll risk landing those projects over and over again. Can you afford to promote yourself as an expert in one area and spend your time working in another?

How do you turn a new business meeting into a bloodbath? Use specialized designer lingo. In your conversations, avoid this jargon. Speak your clients language: Everyday English. Otherwise, itll sound like youre only fluent in Lorem Ipsum.
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Proposals

Now that youve met with your next great client, bonded over your love of poodles or craft bourbon and identified a potential design project you can help with, what do you do? You write a great proposal.

Proposals are crafted documents that describe how youll help a potential or current client fulfill her stated business needs. I enjoy writing proposals because they set your project up for success. They are often the first point in your client relationship where your client sees tangible evidence of how youre going to help them solve a problem.

Heres what you need to know about creating a proposal.

WHAT ARE THE CONTENTS OF A GREAT PROPOSAL?

Every proposal you generate should include the following content, whether its a returning client or a new business lead:

• Your clear, articulate understanding of the clients business problems

• Your proposed activities in the form of a set of deliverables and technological/media considerations (aka the scope of work)

• Your professional experience and how it will help the client

• Your stable, successful business process for executing the proposed deliverables

• An agreed-upon timeline with a potential work-back schedule that describes high-level project milestones (subject to change)

• The cost estimate for the deliverables

• An outline of the overall budget required to fulfill the deliverables, based on the fee structure youve chosen and the payment terms both parties have agreed upon

• A list of shared working assumptions and contingencies that govern the project deliverables

If your proposal is missing any of the above components, your client is at risk of misinterpreting what you will provide. In addition, your proposal should include boilerplate considerations such as:

• Your clients name, address, information and main point of contact

• An area for both parties to sign and date

• Terms and conditions, process for overages and clarification regarding out-of-scope items such as licensing for stock photography

The conditions in the proposal are not legally binding until they are signed and dated by both parties. At that point, you are both contractually obligated to the terms of the proposal - unless you both agree to change the terms via a more in-depth contract or a change order, or you both agree to exercise a clause to end your relationship.

Some agencies use an extended version of the proposal as the contract. This format is used for larger projects or for establishing a retainer-based relationship. Like a proposal, it requires signatures from both the client and the agency. The extended proposal may also be accompanied by other legally binding documents, such as nondisclosure agreements and master services agreement documents.

A proposal should expire if not signed within a provided deadline. Mark your estimates and proposals valid for only thirty days. If an unsigned proposal has expired but the client is still interested in having the work done, you should revisit the terms of the document to make sure they are still applicable. An agencys business conditions can change quickly; an expiration date on your proposals can protect you.

HOW DO I WRITE A TRULY GREAT PROPOSAL?

Here are some tips and tricks Ive learned from working with great client service professionals and creative directors.

Great proposals predigest the business problem and hint at an outcome

When you write a proposal for a new project, begin the document with a brief description of the clients business case and strategy. This shows the client that you understand her companys position. Your proposal should then explain what the client needs to solve their problem and how your firm will meet those needs. Always try to answer the questions: Who? What? When? Where? and Why?

Its not enough to restate what you heard in discussions with the client. Show your understanding of the competitive landscape by describing how the client is perceived. You can demonstrate your competence by doing some simple research and then providing a bit of analysis.

As you craft this paragraph or two, be aware of your potential audience. Make it as easy to understand as possible, without being overly simplistic. I like to imagine what would happen if the CEO of the company read my proposal. Would what Ive written make sense to her?

Great proposals do not include speculative work

You dont need to give the client speculative work to show that you understand his business and have a solid project plan in place. There are other ways to show your creativity and expertise. (See Spec Work.)

Great proposals describe the client experience over the life of the project

When you write about schedules and deliverables in a proposal, consider crafting a narrative that explains in plain English what would happen from week to week over the life of your project. The narrative approach can work especially well when youre entering into a long-term client relationship or if you need to corral multiple stakeholders with differing perspectives. You can keep your story abstract enough so that it cant be easily negotiated until the proposal is signed. You shouldnt have to speak to day-by-day activities on a calendar.

Great proposals should reflect the client/designer conversation that led to it

A strong proposal reflects the give and take of the discussions you had with your client during the new business conversation. Stating your shared assumptions in a proposal not only demonstrates an understanding of your clients needs, but it also paves the way for the creation of a strong creative brief.

Great proposals say just enough to make the sale

Overwrite the overall document first, then edit it mercilessly. Dont repeat or reiterate elements. Show your progression of thought whenever possible, but remember that you arent getting paid by the word.

Great proposals are laser-specific regarding what is in and out of scope

There should be no wiggle room in how you describe deliverables and rounds of review. Be clear regarding the following:

How many design concepts, templates or other deliverables you will generate

Ten (10) page HTML-based website. The website design will be derived from a home page and secondary page template.

How many rounds of review are allowed throughout the process

We will provide one set of wireframes for primary and secondary page templates. There will be two rounds of review to reach approval. After approval of the wireframes, we will generate two concepts for the home page visual design direction, single direction will be chosen. There will be two rounds of review to reach approval.

What technology platforms are prescribed for implementation

All page templates will be built on a WordPress blog platform. A JavaScript slideshow will be included on the home page.

What the client must provide in order for the proposed deliverables to be fully delivered

Client will supply content for all pages. If full content is not provided before home and secondary page templates are approved for development, then development work may be halted, and restarting work will result in a $1,000 start work fee.

Great proposals dont give away your detailed estimates, only cost estimates

Be mindful of what the client needs to see in order to perceive the value of your services. If youre fully transparent about how you estimate your projects, youre asking for prospective clients to start chipping away at the total bill. (See Estimating.)

Great proposals clearly describe what isnt included

Clients never enjoy finding out that certain critical items are absent from the bill, especially if that information comes late in the game. If you are taking a phased approach, describe in detail what is included in each phase.

Sometimes you cant clearly limit project scope until youve been through the discovery phase of your project. You can include a clause in your proposal that makes deliverables contingent on what you learn or sets a ceiling for the number of elements you will provide. Additional work or deliverables would then require a change order.

Great proposals need to be just good enough

Dont be a perfectionist about every proposal. Your next proposal isnt going on the side of a soda can or being displayed in a museum. Writing it shouldnt take more than 1 to 2 percent of a project budget youve proposed. David Conrad from Design Commission advises three to five hours on a proposal once a project has been qualified.

Great proposals motivate your clients

When they finish reading your proposal, a client should be emotionally moved. Theyll know youre prepared, and theyll be excited about your journey together.

WHAT SHOULD YOU ASK YOUR CLIENT BEFORE COMPLETING YOUR PROPOSAL?

Before you can write a proposal, you have to know what to propose. You need to ask the right questions to estimate and fulfill a project profitably, while also satisfying your clients desired project outcomes. With this in mind, here are some of the topics youll need to explore in your discovery process, organized by how they usually come up in conversation. (For more on how to approach new business conversations, see Business Development.)

Budget and timeline

If you dont ask about the budget during your first conversations, you are making a big mistake. You are not required to automatically fit within that budget. A good relationship starts when you can negotiate a fair set of deliverables for a fair budget. Fair equals an appropriate level of profit for the designer within a manageable time frame. You cant negotiate this unless you know where to start.

You should never deliver an estimate without a clear idea of the money available and the time required for project fulfillment. Clients like to dictate what a project costs. They usually have an approved budget before they contact you. They wont tell you up front how much money they have until you ask them.

Requirements

Requirements are the large and small details, fully implemented, that your client will want to see in what you create for them. A project requirement may look like the following:

• Expected features: We want a blog on the website. And an email newsletter sign-up form.

• Technology constraints: We have to use SharePoint for our intranet redesign.

• Budgetary concerns: Wed prefer to have only two colors on the business cards if it saves us money.

Stated requirements will become a laundry list that you end up itemizing in your estimate - and where the most haggling occurs around setting a projects scope. When discussing requirements, know how to sift the sacred cows from the details that may be sacrificed to preserve a delivery window or keep within a budget.

Company guidelines

Clients often have guidelines - both formal and informal - regarding how their business should be represented in the wild, woolly world. You will probably have to ask them about:

• Legal review: Theres no way legal will let you launch an alternative reality game. We should have discussed that with legal from the very beginning.

• Brand and design style guides: They are floating around the organization somewhere.

• Design samples and examples: These can illuminate how a client brand is evolving - or how its contradicting their stated style.

• Informal best practices and a list of concurrent projects: Will any of these impact the work flow?

Brand and design guidelines can often be on the lowest rung of importance for your client, especially when shes trying to launch a new project. For this reason, ask her as early as possible for things like this - even before the proposal has been signed.

Vendors and competitor influence

Besides working with your direct client, its likely that your project will be influenced by a host of third parties: Other design businesses, production resources, printers and hosting services, to name a few.

Some questions you should consider asking your client include:

• Do you have vendors that you partner with that Im expected to work with?

• What is the relationship you currently have with those vendors (e.g., multiple bids required, no overage on estimates, 10 percent friend discount)?

• How am I expected to interact with these vendors?

• What influence do these vendors hold over your final work product?

Discovering such constraints late in the process can have undue impacts on project scope, schedule and cost - and make you look like you havent done your job by asking the right questions.

Assumptions

All clients make assumptions about what you can and will deliver - even if they dont realize that they do. You might hear clients say the following:

• Expectations regarding performance: This is going to go viral, right?

• Poor communication of requirements: I thought that was included in the estimate. It should have been.

• Relinquishing responsibility to the designer: I assumed you were the experts on [insert technology type or marketing need here].

Assumptions need to be actively managed. Be clear with your clients as to what you can and cant deliver, what is or isnt in your estimate and what results may be realistic from your endeavor. Otherwise, unspoken expectations may wreak havoc on project fulfillment.

Promises

In your initial dialogue with clients, you will uncover promises that your client may have made to other important stakeholders, his boss and other vendors or partners. It will be your task to determine if these are unofficial, informal expectations or deal breakers that can (and will) affect your project. Clients may say the following:

• Schedule is dictated to the designer: You can get this done in four weeks, right? I told my boss you could, because weve got a trade show coming up where we need to show this.

• Possible results for your project are predefined: Our CEO thinks this will increase our sales by 2 percent in six weeks, guaranteed.

• Client is blinded by shiny trophies: We want to win the Big Fancy Marketing Award with this project. Thats why we hired you.

You dont have to agree to any of these promises. Schedules are always negotiable. Metrics for success should be carefully considered. And winning awards should never be the primary goal for your design work.

Business goals

Your clients may set the overall strategy for their business, which your proposed design project should support (or evolve). When talking with your client, ask them to speak about their goals. These are just as valid as their desire for a great website:

• Increased brand impact or value: Were going to overtake our two main competitors for mindshare with this new website.

• Improved market position: We want to increase sales for our primary product line by 3 percent by 2014.

• Mergers and acquisitions: Were seeking to have our company acquired in the next six months to one year.

Before you sign off on a proposal, you need to be aware of these goals. Your project should align with them or help define them more rigorously. The following questions can help designers clarify these goals:

• Are you seeking to augment a currently existing product/service solution?

• Are you seeking to displace a competing product/service with a new product?

• Are you seeking to be acquired?

• Are you seeking to create a completely new product/service?

What you might recommend for a company hoping to be acquired is quite different from what would help them establish an ownable, defenseable and marketable product or service offering. Choosing the appropriate strategy will help you to focus on what problems you can solve by design. The answers will also provide you with a requisite list of skills and tools you will need to bring to bear on the project.

Occasionally the client answers, We just want to create awareness, or All of the above and chocolate for everyone! Promoting a new brand position or launching a broad range of products and services may touch upon a wide variety of strategies. However, a designers first task is to help clients focus on which options make the most sense and to generate actionable goals for the immediate project. Otherwise any solution that you suggest may be ungrounded, regardless of the popularity of the chocolate idea.

Customer needs

Your clients business goals dont always align with their customers stated or unmet needs. Youll want to explore these needs as part of your paid project discovery process - but sometimes youll have to form a working hypothesis as part of your proposal in order to secure the work.

When talking to your client, uncover whether they have research that will contribute to your projects point of view. If they dont, you may need to include this research as part of your project scope. If you are conducting research, know that you can insert a contingency in your project plan so that your project scope can change based on your research findings.

Based on the complexity of the project youre being asked to tackle, you may need your client to pay you for discovery and project definition. What you learn from discovery can then be used to craft a clearly defined scope of work tailored to your clients needs.

Project perceptions

Projects can be budgeted and approved, but sometimes your direct client or their business unit isnt really invested. This can create challenges for you, as your clients perceptions of the project and its potential impact on their business - or the world at large - will color how they engage with your work.

You can ask your client some questions to gauge their level of input and investment in the project. These questions include:

• How is the project perceived internally?

• Is the project essential to the well-being of the company?

• Is the project integral to the success of the company?

• Is this project urgent to fulfill or something they are finally getting around to?

Client and corporate politics

Wouldnt it be nice if you could just ask your clients what may go wrong over the life of a project? With the right questions, you may be able to sniff out the information necessary to understand what political hurdles may stand in the projects way. You can group the questions like this:

Understanding your direct client contacts (and their bosses)

• How do your clients see themselves, personally and within their team and organization?

• How is your direct client contact perceived by his bosses?

• Is boss input considered integral to project success, compared to market acceptance?

• Are the people you are working with at a level within their organization to affect the nature of change they seek?

• Does your client possess the skills to solve the problem at hand?

• Is your client savvy about design?

• Are you straddling a gap in the companys organizational skill set?

• Whos really in charge? (It may not be the boss.)

Exploring what your clients think about their company

• What does your clients company believe they are great at?

• Is there a difference between what they say and what they do? At the office? In the eyes of their customers?

• What are people within the organization and team saying about each other?

• What do they believe their competitors cant steal away from them?

• What do they believe they know versus what they believe they dont know? Is their view shared across the company?

Shared understanding of the problem youve been asked to solve

You need to agree on the right problem to solve before you can fulfill the desired design work. Some questions include:

• Does everyone involved understand the root cause of the problem they are trying to solve?

• Is the problem a static or moving target? Just how complex is it?

• Is the organization ready to deal with the impact of the solution you will provide to their problems?

• What hurdles might stand in your way? Are they avoidable?

• Most important, is the client looking to solve the right problem?
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Wow, thats a lot of questions to ask 

Imagine what would happen if you didnt ask any questions during the proposal process! When you create an estimate, allow time for information gathering as well as a buffer in your studio overhead to accommodate for the times that you dont land the work.

Dont mystify the process. Explain where things may get messy in helping your client achieve their goals.
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Contracts

A contract is a legally binding version of the proposal that you provide for your client, and it includes the complete terms and conditions of your client relationship. A contract outlines a detailed cost estimate, a complete scope of work describing all the deliverables youll put forth over the life of the project, a simplified schedule and other elements that clarify the terms of engagement between designer and client.

You should never start work on a client project until you have a signed contract. If you design with a handshake instead of a contract, you have no recourse should anything go wrong along the way.

HOW DOES A CONTRACT PROTECT A DESIGNER?

When I think about how a contract protects a designer, I think about rock climbing. A rock climber will insert protection (metal hexes and cams) into cracks in the rock face. These points of protection serve as anchors that he clips his rope into as he works his way up the rock face.

Now replace each piece of protection with each design deliverable that youve included in your contract. Replace the climber with yourself (a designer). The rope thats protecting you from hitting the ground is the contract youve agreed upon with your client. And the belay partner is someone whos working with you, such as another studio principal, a project manager, a client services professional, a lawyer - someone who can help you should anything go wrong.

If you skip steps in your process for convenience or comfort, you increase your risk. If placed properly, the protection will catch you if you slip. The closest piece of protection will serve as a top anchor, and youll dangle in space while your partner below supports your body weight. But if the protection is poorly placed or untested, it will fail if you slip and youll continue falling until your weight hits the next piece of protection. Youll drop another 8 to 10 feet to the next deliverable, but youll gain extra momentum. The next piece of protection will then take on a much greater load, and with that additional stress, you can just imagine. In the worst-case scenario, your rope will snap and youll go into free fall, taking out everything on the way down and squashing your partner once you land.

If your client pulled out some or all of the protection along the way by not formally approving earlier rounds of deliverables, youre only going to speed faster toward an overall collapse of the client engagement. You risk something worse than scope creep. Lets call it scope repeat, which is when you find yourself redoing a sizable chunk of work because of unaddressed feedback or new input that completely changed the outline of the project. Each time you deal with scope repeat, you risk going over budget or losing the project completely. Some falls you cant recover from.

A contract serves as protection, not insurance for inattention

Your contract is only as strong as your work over the life of the project, and the quality of your relationship with your client. Your contract must ensure that you will get paid for time spent on the work - provided you fulfill the terms of the agreement in a professional manner, of course.

Be sure to specify approval of your work in writing through each round, and capture and respond to all client feedback. A contract cant always protect you when it comes to measures of client satisfaction, but if you have documented proof of approval, then your protection will hold firm in a negotiation.

WHAT KIND OF CONTRACT TERMS WILL PROTECT ME?

You need to work with a lawyer to establish contract terms that will protect you. And the terms may differ by city or state, even by specific market. Lawyers are experts at helping laypeople wrangle with the nitty-gritty details of contract law. They will help you understand what points in your contract should be verboten, no matter what a prospective client may say.

Now, that said, after living through a good number of stumbles, Ive started to mandate a few critical contract terms in my client agreements. If youre looking to be professional and also clear about intellectual property (IP) ownership in the midst of a medium- to long-term design engagement, you should check to make sure you include these kinds of terms in your standard design contract.

Disclaimer: I am not a lawyer and these clauses are written in plain language. I cant guarantee how they will hold up for you in a court of law or arbitration. Go over them with your attorney to ensure that they will support your business needs before using them in a contract. Did I mention that you should be working with a lawyer? Good.

Clause #1: You dont have rights to it until Ive been paid

After receipt of final payment for [deliverables in contract], [client name] will retain [level of rights granted] for [intellectual property and/or materials] created under this contract.

In plain language: Retain all rights to your work until you are paid in full for all work outlined in your contract.

Why would you use this clause? It protects you from a client balking on payment for services rendered at any time during the life of the contract and attempting to use deliverables that you have provided without due compensation. This is especially important in cases in which you are generating intellectual property, such as naming, brand positioning, identity and brand systems, websites and so on.

Clause #2: if you cancel the contract pay me for all the hours Ive worked

Upon cancellation of services after having engaged [my design services], the client will be billed for all hours worked at [my hourly rate].

In plain language: If the client halts or cancels a project midstream, all hours worked to date will be billed to the client.

Why would you use this clause? To help your client understand that there are repercussions for engaging a designers professional services, then freezing or canceling a project. The designer should not be held responsible for the costs incurred due to the clients request.

Clause #3: I wont extend you credit, so pay me before I start the work

Designer will be paid for [services rendered] with the following schedule. First payment is due before work will begin on [name of first deliverable]...

In plain language: Dont offer credit to any new client, no matter what. Provide a payment schedule that mandates a payment in advance of each phase.

Why would you use this clause? You should never start work for a client without a deposit. If they cant pay you up front to start your project, then warning bells are ringing. Run a credit check on your client to be sure they can pay the rest of that $200,000 fee. This is not outside the realm of possibility for any designer to request, especially when you are seeking to secure large-scale projects. This may be less of an issue for clients who have established a firm payment history with your firm.

Clause #4: We should go to mediation if there is a dispute

Any unresolvable dispute between designer and client will be settled by mediation in [your place of jurisdiction].

In plain language: If a conflict becomes insoluble, protect yourself by entering into mediation instead of the court system, which will cost both parties a large amount of money in lawyers and fees.

Why would you use this clause? Taking this route can save smaller design businesses from the major legal fees contract disputes can incur. However, if a client still fails to pay after coming to an agreement in mediation - and this does happen - you might end up in court anyway.




Some contract battles just arent worth fighting

Nathan Peretic, cofounder of Full Stop Interactive, has this partially tongue-in-cheek list that he uses to remind himself of the value of building a healthy relationship with a client alongside having a strong contract:

1.   Anything can be litigated.

2.   Anything that can be litigated will be litigated.

3.   Being right doesnt guarantee a ruling in your favor.

4.   Everyone believes he (or she) is right.

5.   If a dispute goes to court, everyone loses.

The last item on the list is definitely true. It may be worth taking a hit by surrendering to an angry client, rather than stubbornly losing money fighting for a point of honor, says Nathan.





Spec Work

You should not do free design work to win projects. If youre providing free design work, or spec creative, youre making it harder for yourself and everyone else in our profession to run profitable design businesses. Its possible to communicate the value of your design without actually designing client-facing deliverables.

WHY SHOULD I AVOID DOING SPEC WORK?

Jeffrey Zeldman of Happy Cog wrote a powerful blog post about speculative creative many years ago that has held true. (Read it here: www.zeldman.com/daily/0104h.shtml.) In it, he notes three things you should keep in mind:

First, Its a lot of unpaid work

Thats right: Youre doing the work that you would be paid for during a real project - except you are gambling that the client will like your work and pay you for it after youve already done it. To paraphrase the designer Gunnar Swanson: It is a sucker bet. Youre paying for the privilege of playing at a casino table whose odds are stacked against you. This is time that you could be spending looking for paid work, fulfilling paid work or creating your own products or services that you could be compensated for. Where would you rather invest your time?

Second, Design is only partly decoration

For many design disciplines, the visual design is the last element youd show in a well-measured design process. Showing design work to your client before you have started the paid project implies, whether you like it or not, that your process is a sham. Your client could think that you skip over measured research and forethought to solve problems that you only half understand at the outset.

Third, Its unsafe for agency and potential client alike

Until youve been paid or foolishly signed away your rights, you hold copyright for everything you create in a pitch situation. Your potential clients, however, may not understand this. In my former agency life, I presented speculative design work to clients who had not hired me, and in a matter of months, watched our agencys concepts hit the market. This is bad business for all parties involved.

A recent trend that gets around this issue involves giving agencies under consideration token payments for spec assignments or dressing up the same activities as design competitions. In these situations, the amount paid to the agencies is usually far lower than the cost of the billable time necessary to complete the speculative work.

WHY DO SO MANY DESIGNERS STILL DO SPEC WORK?

Professional organizations such as the AIGA and the Graphic Artists Guild consistently lobby against the perils of speculative creative, as well as crowdsourced design work. But plenty of people are willing to generate spec creative, to deliver game-changing strategy in the pitch and to take part in any number of other questionable activities necessary to land new business. Just who are you, spec-friendly designer?

You have focused your efforts within a specific niche of design that demands spec work

Many agencies specialize in niche mediums, such as motion graphics for film and video. It is common in some of these industries to pitch ideas up front to obtain client work - and agencies that handle these mediums are fairly open about it. Some clients consider it the way design studios pay for the privilege to receive plum projects, and studios factor this pitch work into their project costs. Even the most respected practitioners in the field are not exempt. During a talk I saw Kyle Cooper give, he described how when he exited Imaginary Forces to found Prologue, he was still regularly pitching spec work in order to be considered.

You work at a big advertising or marketing agency and want an account that just went into review

Pitch and bitch, as the saying goes. If you want to be a Mad Wo/Man, you may be required to roll up your sleeves and give up big-money thinking for the privilege of being considered by Fortune 500 accounts. The use of search consultants, who are paid to facilitate these agency reviews, adds another set of flaming hoops to the process.

You make money from marking up materials, not time

I have worked at more than one agency where profit was made from the markup on printing. Our pitches followed a rigorous formula, contingent on showing big idea concepts with reams of completely designed executions, often in the hope that the client would pick one direction wholesale so we could move immediately into production.

Your client has a policy that requires speculative creative for projects of a certain size

Most design studios trip over this issue when they lust after big projects with marquee clients. A large clients procurement-focused mentality can turn agency discussions into cattle calls.

You want to try to generate enough revenue quickly to forestall layoffs

I have freelanced at agencies where they have been in the throes of massive pitches that included spec work for the simple reason that if they didnt secure the revenue, theyd have to lay off everyone on the floor. Desperate times called for desperate measures.

Another design business provides spec work in their proposal for the same project

If one of your competitors happens to show spec work, you might be offered the opportunity to match their contribution before the client makes a decision. Use your best judgment in these situations - though you already know what my advice is.
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Politics

What you create as a designer will advance the interests and needs of your clients organization, but it will also influence the status and advancement of your direct day-to-day clients. As a result, no matter how large or how small your client organization, youre always going to have to consider situational politics when you propose and fulfill design projects.

Heres how to consider the role of politics in your new business process, your client service efforts, your project management approach and your stance as a strategic partner to your client.

HOW DO I IDENTIFY POLITICS WHEN PURSUING NEW BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES?

In your meetings with a client, politics emerge when addressing the following questions:

What are the conditions for project success?

Consider the metrics youll be measured by, both in terms of hard numbers and softer, more qualitative improvements. Desiring an increase in the annual revenue per user (ARPU) of a companys customer base can require different tactics than having a nicer-looking mobile application than their direct competitor. These metrics are directly tied to how you frame and fulfill your projects.

How is the client really being measured for success?

The CEO may want you to save their ugly baby, while their staff might want to throw it out with the bathwater. Or your client may be desperate to show progress on a long-running project in order to receive a promotion. Tease out these contradictions before starting a client project, though some may only emerge in the flow of the work.

Whose ass is on the line if things go wrong?

If a problem crops up during your project, who will deal with it? Is there a risk of that problem being exploited? Not all clients will openly support your efforts to mitigate an error. Not everyone in your client organization may trust you. There may be external partners or vendors waiting in line to take your place.

Does the client foresee any hurdles or obstacles?

Your client knows what internal storms are brewing in her organization. Discuss ways to help steer you clear of them, or address them, if appropriate.

How does this upcoming project fit into the clients brand and/or marketing story?

Politics often emerge from the friction between the clients brand story, as perceived by its customers, and the stories that clients tell themselves to preserve their company culture or ways of working. Be aware of how to help align your clients with customer need.

Do you know who needs to be in the room?

Be aware of the emotional and logical drivers of your clients, and what is at stake for each of them. Different sizes and shapes of client organization dictate the kind of politics youll need to negotiate over the course of any project. One way to mitigate political influence is to build a RACI Matrix with your client. (You can find this matrix in the Stakeholders section.)

HOW CAN I PROTECT MY PROJECT IN PROGRESS FROM POLITICAL IMPACTS?

The business strategy shifts during a project midstream, forcing a change in your direction - and potentially a change order. A surprise decision maker is revealed too late in the process. You are blindsided by a manager with a bone to pick.

These situations should be the exception, not the rule. You cant always control politics, but you can control the following:

Control project deadlines and agreed-upon scope

When politics force changes to your overall project work flow, do not try to fit the necessary changes into the scope of your current contract. Instead assert a new schedule that takes the changes into account, and consider the additional scope or cost that may be required to accommodate those changes. It is not appropriate for you to adjust how you deliver your work in order to accommodate unforeseen factors.

Have a backup plan for projects that go over schedule and may require pulling your team away to address instead of other paid projects. Its better to have a contingency plan well in advance of the close date of the project than to leave a client high and dry or to bring in freelancers to finish out the work at a loss.

Control the impact of feedback

When client feedback comes in, you need to sniff out where specific requests originate, and how they relate to the project brief. If they dont speak to the brief, they may be subjective or motivated by politics. Client requests are not marching orders. There is often room to discuss alternatives.

At the end of your project, your goal is for the client to own the work as if they created it themselves, as a personally invested client is often the best kind of client to have. Good client feedback should state the goals that you need to attain without telling you in mathematical detail how to reach them. (See Feedback.)

Consider leaving space in key deliverables for a client to add value. It can help to think through how your stakeholders make decisions. Does everyone look to one person in the room for the final say? In these situations, it isnt always the boss or CEO who weighs in. The key decision maker can be a middle manager or project contributor that has been given a chance to lead, the organizer of a task force or even an outside consultant. It may not become apparent until youve had your first client presentation, even with a RACI matrix in place.

With some clients, however, the opposite may be true: You wont get an approval without everyone weighing in. All seventy-two of them. Organizations that depend on a collaborative decision-making process, or design by committee, will hinder your efforts at creating a cohesive design. Make sure there is one client representative who coordinates that feedback. They should manage differing perspectives and focus the rest of the group on defining specific action items. Otherwise you may risk receiving a chorus of competing opinions and demands, which will only dilute the quality of your work.

When sitting with clients through my first and second face-to-face meetings, I watch how people discuss key action items. Based on what Ive observed, I confirm an appropriate presentation strategy with my primary client before presenting future rounds of work.

Help various stakeholders care about your work

Clients dont always recognize great design work. You should strive to wrap a compelling story around your deliverables. Some of the reasons we do what we do as designers arent immediately clear to those outside of our profession. Without a strong storytelling component, your project will continually struggle to gain acceptance.

Deliverables should be shaped for your audience

You may need to adapt or shorten your story, depending on your core audience. An executive presentation for the CEO will be a dramatically different beast than what you send to your regular client contact.

Always point back to the strategy

Your story should define and clarify the connections between the deliverable and the insights from the design brief.

Deliverables should speak for themselves

Ask yourself, Will my client understand this work without me there to provide a voice-over? Is everything (objectives, outcomes and next steps) communicated clearly in the deliverable? Consider showing your deliverable to someone who has no knowledge of your project. Can they repeat the story back to you without too much effort?

Actively communicate with your client

Actively listen and overcommunicate when it comes to understanding client fears. This is not about encouraging high-frequency or neurotic contact with your client. Instead, encourage active dialogue so you can understand any worries your client may have regarding the project. Your client doesnt need to tiptoe around the realities of what makes their day job difficult, and you can make these conversations productive by documenting and revisiting client worries as the project progresses.

Be a responsible consultant

If a client asks you to make changes to your work for political gain, rather than for the purpose of improving the quality of the end product, he is not being a responsible client. If you are dealing with this kind of situation, you must remain a responsible consultant at all costs.

What does being a responsible consultant mean?

1.   We never confuse our point of view with our clients task.

2.   We seek to align the clients view with our own, if our view is properly informed.

3.   We practice integrity, which means that we respect the needs of the clients customer throughout a project.

Be cautious not to overstep your bounds. If youve been asked to define the companys strategy, then do so. If youve been asked to follow it instead, then only challenge it if you feel things are going down the wrong path. Its possible that the work you provide may create opportunities for organizational change within a clients company, but you cant expect that it will always be the outcome or that you know better than your clients.

In most cases, you will know less than your clients about the business strategies they are executing out in the market. And if you do have more knowledge, then you dont want to be the therapist who on the first appointment with their new client says, You dont have to tell me any more. Quit your job, go back to school. By the way, your boyfriend is cheating on you, so move out now.

Competing political priorities can cover up the most innovative design solution in the same way that dust dulls a diamond. If you help your client sweep away the political debris throughout the design process, your work will sparkle just as it should.
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Negotiation

When first striking out on their own as businesspeople, many designers dont know how to bargain or strike a deal. Consider this story from creative consultant Ted Leonhardt, cofounder of The Leonhardt Group and a consultant for design businesses. What would you do in this situation?




My associate, Tim, had the opportunity to redesign one of the great American brands. It hadnt been updated for years, and the company needed to present a revitalized brand at an upcoming event.

Tim was chosen because of his packaging expertise. While not known as a brand design house, his firm had significant experience with packaging that overlapped nicely into branding. He was desperate for this job, because brand design has more status than packaging design. This assignment would launch his firm into that heady, highly profitable world.

So, Tims leverage was spectacular. His firm was the only one being considered. His skill set was a perfect match. He was the perceived expert, and, even better, the client had only three months until the unveiling of the new brand. There was no time to source a new design firm.

Tim presented his fee proposal. His direct client approved it and they began work. At the next meeting, while discussing the results of the discovery phase, his client mentioned that Purchasing had questions and would be calling in to the meeting to talk.

Enter Mr. Procurement. He called from his car, apologizing for not being there and mentioning that he has been extremely important to the companys turnaround by streamlining divisions and vendors globally. (A classic power play.)

We cant wait to see your solutions. We are thrilled to have you on our team. Hitting a home run on this will launch your firm into big-time branding. But there are a couple of things we must address before I sign your purchase order.... (Another textbook power play.)

You can guess what happened next. The clients purchasing policy required a 20 percent discount on fees over $300k, and payment 180 days after completion. Before he really knew what was happening, Tim had agreed to the terms.

What went wrong? Tim was vulnerable. He needed the job and had his team going full speed. He was confused by the new conditions and afraid of losing the work. However, he forgot that he had the leverage of expertise. Time was on his side. The company could not meet their deadline without him. Instead of negotiating from this position of strength, Tim let his client take advantage of him.





When working with any new or existing client, you need to be prepared to address situations like these. Whether youre negotiating the payment terms for an upcoming project or amending changes to a design based on client feedback, negotiation skills are required in the conversations youll carry out with a client.

The following tips will help you next time you enter into a negotiation with a client. Similarly, they can apply to internal negotiations within your company.

HOW DO I BEST NEGOTIATE WITH A CLIENT?

Have a position before you enter the room

Good negotiation starts with knowing what you want and putting it forth in conversation. This requires a substantial amount of preparation and asking the right questions through the discovery process, rather than improvising responses in calls and emails. When you negotiate from a position of strong preparation, the other party will be more comfortable meeting you on your terms, based on your expertise.

Understand what kind of leverage you have

Design firms bring a range of skills and hard-fought experience to bear on client problems. This is expertise that our clients rarely have within their own organization. The most important leverage any design firm has is expertise, says Ted Leonhardt. Each of us has our own mix of history, skills and experience. A client can only get the unique skills you provide from you.

Beyond expertise, you also have leverage with regard to schedule, scope and other variables that are necessary for client success.

Make sure your position is realistic

If you wanted two million dollars and a platinum-plated Rolls Royce, negotiations would be difficult. However, if youre presenting an estimate for a design project and have some strong logic behind your pricing, or some ground as to why your audience will prefer green instead of blue for their new logo, you shouldnt change your position.




Common Self-Defeating Negotiation Behaviors

Charles Wiggins - a lawyer and expert in negotiation - and Ted Leonhardt, recommended in an article in Graphic Design USA that designers watch out for the following tells designers often exhibit when negotiating with clients:

Intimidation: A representative of a powerful company brings her positional power to bear on you - the beautiful office, the 20-foot conference table, executive assistants, the works. But, remember, if you are sitting at that conference table, you are there for a reason. You have something they need. Something that is not widely available. Use that knowledge to your advantage.

Talking Too Much: Nervousness can lead to talking too much, a sign of discomfort and neediness that a trained negotiator can exploit. Talking too much at the bargaining table can get you into trouble. Be honest, but dont give away all of your secrets.

Insecurity: Our product is personal, and we need praise and affirmation for who we are and what we do. But in competitive situations, many talented people concentrate on their weaknesses, not their strengths. They discount their own accomplishments and fear that their credentials are lacking.

Rolling Over: Designers can be so eager to get past the uncomfortable bargaining stage to where they feel in control - doing the work - that they just throw in the towel.

Cutting Deliverables: The creative firm puts together the perfect team, approach and deliverables to precisely meet the clients needs. Then they freak out at their own price, and cut out steps before the presentation. Why would we not want to present our best, most thoughtful approach, and explain the benefits when challenged?





Compromises should be around shared interests

Dont give up in your negotiations until youve exhausted possibilities that meet your shared interests and help your firm create a quality product. Push for your best-case scenario, preserving your projects schedule, budget, creative direction and so forth. Know what other cards you can place on the table or return to your hand before considering a compromise.

Always keep the big picture in mind

Know which decisions require formal negotiation and which are just potholes in the road. Changing a headline or swapping out a photo shouldnt be a drama. Spiking a killer concept to play it safe? Thats another story. If you have a strong creative brief and a strong contract, these points shouldnt become issues. Dont treat every single discussion and point of feedback with the client as a potential conflict.

Dont agree to a deal until your team agrees

When discussing action steps, withhold agreement when necessary. Avoid saying yes on anything related to schedule, scope management and other contractually-required action steps until you can review the discussion with your internal team. Make sure that your teams goals and your client needs are aligned. To quote Robert Solomon in his excellent book The Art of Client Service: Make no commitment without consultation.

Be aware of cultural nuances

I once worked with a foreign client whose method of negotiation was to state in every deliverable review that there were always things that could be improved. We found ourselves increasing the project scope and number of deliverables in order to compensate for the perceived lack in quality. Their negotiating position wasnt unusual in their country, but it was for our team. After a few nerve-racking weeks, we realized that the clients escalations were an opportunity to set up clear approval criteria to demonstrate how our design work had merit and was on brief. In our final presentation, the success of our project was clearly evident to everyone within their organization.

Dont rush to agree with a client need

If the stakes are high, take your time and hash out the finer points in detail. The longer and more drawn out the negotiation, the more important it is to never show your settling point. Get some time and space to think it over. Dont jump on the phone and immediately try to iron it out. Otherwise, whomever youre negotiating with may think that they can push their position even further. These situations are very hard for designers; we love to solve problems as quickly as possible!

Keep your dialogue humane, respectful and honest

When negotiating with clients or your boss, make sure you dont turn your negotiations into an us vs. them scenario. Our clients and co-workers have the same set of human needs that we do, and relating with them on a human level will strengthen your continued working relationship. It will also cement the expectation that no matter what happens in your work, youll always be on equal footing as people.

Be prepared to leave the table at any point

Be willing to walk away from a negotiation if you think the options available are going to hurt you in the long term. Being willing to say no is important in contract negotiations, and the natural human desire to avoid conflict is a something that potential clients may exploit. Its okay to say no.

If the negotiation fails, dont take it personally

Hindsight is 20/20. If you dont land a project because it wasnt the right fit, or the client overrules your beautiful color scheme because they dislike purple, learn from what happened and move forward. Dont let your conscience eat a hole in your gut. Analyzing these failures can have a big impact on improving future negotiations.

Failure to land a project can lead to a future win

Relationships between your co-workers and your clients continue, even if you fail in your first negotiations. If youve been cordial and truthful about your position and the experience that you bring throughout the entire negotiation process, youll gain respect. Mutual respect comes from establishing clear boundaries and reinforcing them throughout the life of a relationship. This is the currency that will yield future work and support you when you get down to business.




Further reading about the art of negotiation

Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In, by Roger Fisher, William Ury and Bruce Patton

Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, by Robert B. Cialdini

How to Win Friends and Influence People, by Dale Carnegie





Discounts

The word discount, the last refuge of the desperate marketer, should never enter the designers lexicon except at great peril.

I cant recall the last time I phoned a lawyer and asked to engage his services for a deep discount on his amicus curiae brief so I could make budget. If a designer is providing strategic insight and business value, then clients should treat them with the same respect they would afford a consultant. As the saying goes: You pay a consultant to tell you about the problems you already knew you had. Swap consultant for designer, and you get the added value of professionals who work in tandem with the client to solve those problems.

However, lets get real. Inevitably one of your clients will ask you for a discount. These requests will come in several forms:

•   I only have so much money: I cant afford $2,000. I can pay $1,500.

•   I know you, so please give me a deal: What about a friends and family discount?

•   Im not sure how valuable your services are: You are far too expensive. Can you do me a favor and reduce the cost?

•   I think I can get more for the money: Can you throw in a brochure for free?

Dont let these requests offend you, being the fine consultant that you are. Having little understanding of how designers make money - except in billable hours and flat-rate costs in an estimate - some clients may try to squeeze the most efficiency out of their contracts.

But efficiency is an illusion. When you snip hours out of your contract, you end up working them anyway, just to fulfill the ideal process youd articulated in the initial contracts time estimate.

So you might be able to provide your client with a discount, but only in the following circumstances:

• You want to win a new client

• You want to win a clients trust to gain bigger/better projects

• You want to win back a clients trust, which was lost through a poor prior performance

Heres the rub: If you are absolutely certain that you can deliver a strong product that will be successful, on time, on budget and at a profit, then a discount is probably possible. But if you cant maintain your profit margin or ensure success, you can provide a discount only by changing the deliverables associated with the project:

•   Reduced deliverables: We can deliver the website but not the collateral template.

•   Reduced scope inside a deliverable: We can do two design concepts instead of three or The website will be built on a blog platform instead of a custom content management system.

•   Use direct-to-bill vendors: We can use your vendors, and you can pay for them directly.

•   Spread out deliverables: We can create the brand direction and the website now, and if you decide to do the print campaign later, well see if we can honor the estimate you approved for those specific deliverables.

Clients most frequently ask you for a discount after youve provided them with a proposal. There is nothing wrong with revisiting the cost estimate in your proposal, i.e., providing a discount retroactively. Design businesses do it all the time. However, if you reduce the cost of a project without reducing the deliverables, the project will still cost what you estimated originally. Its just a matter of how much of that cost your client is still paying and how much youre absorbing into your own budget.

Its always better to negotiate on the amount of hours you will provide or on the scope of the deliverable youre being asked to deliver. Your hourly rate should not be negotiable, unless you are asking for substantially more than the market value for your services, or your client is asking to retain you for a long period of time. But even then, theres a risk that for future projects, they would try to hold you to the lower rate.

Be aware, though, that reduced-rate projects rarely benefit any design business. Here are reasons why:

• Cutting corners on a project undermines its overall value for everyone

• By giving a discount, you will have established a rate with the client that can be hard to change in the future

• You will still need to pay contract resources their rates, or work hard to get them to reduce rates

• Resentment can creep in very easily, and you might find yourself saying things like, That client is cheap!
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Expectations

Projects can be terrifyingly complex for designers. But projects can become a horror show when clients dont know what to expect as they progress through them.

What follows are some ways you can help clients understand what to expect when working with a designer.

HOW DO I SET EXPECTATIONS WITH A NEW CLIENT?

A few years back, I received a call from a potential client who expected that within two days of kicking off an identity redesign project, he would be seeing fully executed comps - in full color, no less - from which he and his co-workers would provide critical input and choose a direction.

These conversations are known, in client service parlance, as opportunities to reset expectations or fully outline our process, meaning its time to spend a good fifteen minutes with the client meticulously, but not condescendingly, describing a set of activities that can seem nebulous if hes never worked with a designer. Usually a client has no idea what to expect from a designer until he is reacting to project deliverables.

So, if you want to save yourself time and set client expectations in a matter of seconds, start projects off with your own variant of this chart:
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The Design Investment Curve

As you move from discovery (on the left), to concepts (the middle), to the final executed design work (the right), you can point out to the client how the deliverables that youre sharing in that review fit into the overall process of realizing the design work.

If you dont set expectations in this manner at the start of the project, its likely that no matter what you say or do, your clients expectations are going to look more like the following:
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The Design Investment Curve Versus Client Expectations

HOW DO I EDUCATE A CLIENT DURING A PROJECT?

Weave your methodology and process through the work, preparing your client for key moments they may not understand and defining those elements in plain English. They should understand key phases theyll be moving through over the life cycle of a project, as well as how specific activities fit into those phases. This can begin as early as your first proposal, especially if you see or sense that your clients dont understand why you are fulfilling a particular activity.

For example, I conduct design research for many of my clients. Some of the methods that I use seem complex to clients from outside the world of product and service design and development. My clients might not understand what happens when I conduct a contextual inquiry or facilitate a card sort. As a result, I have a cheat sheet of plain-English descriptions for research activities. The descriptions are provided at the appropriate point in a project life cycle to explain an activitys context, value and how it informs ongoing design efforts. The following is the entry for Paper Prototyping.




Paper Prototyping

What it is in plain English:

Simple versions of your website pages printed on paper. Customers can use them to give feedback on your proposed designs.

Real-world example:

Bank of Americas site visitors arent signing up for the new AmEx card as the bank had expected. After reviewing site metrics, it becomes clear that visitors give up when they get to the sign-up form. So you draw up sketches that represent different form design options. You put the sketches in front of users and ask them how they would prefer to sign up for a credit card, moving papers around as necessary to load new screens. Based on this user input, you make a more informed recommendation on the AmEx card sign-up form design.

Business value:

Witnessing customer reactions to simple paper prototypes will validate critical interaction points and help you protect your website investment without having to write a single line of code. This is especially important when you want to create seamless transactions for your customers.

Provides input into the following deliverables:

Navigation schema, wireframes, user flows, interaction storyboards, the UI design, the content map, the content strategy and the site map.





This level of detail isnt always required, so dont always feel like you have to overdescribe your work or your process. Some clients dont want to know. In some cases, however, you may be hired to demonstrate best practices and working processes for your clients. If this happens, make sure the time required to provide proper documentation is part of the estimate.

HOW DO I PREPARE A CLIENT FOR CHALLENGING WORK?

The account director Erica Goldsmith taught me some important lessons about managing client expectations on large-scale projects, especially when taking on work that impacts a companys business strategy.

Clients are used to seeing their business function in certain ways. They have established patterns to assess and manage their customers expectations - familiar product lines and consistent marketing are only the beginning. Assumptions about customer relationships with a clients product or service can run deep into the heart of a business.

This is partly why your clients may be surprised (or downright shocked) when you present major deliverables such as a new branding strategy, information architecture for an enterprise-level website or a provocative advertising campaign. Your deliverables might generate new insights or opportunities that your client hadnt considered before. They might also bring new data into the clients worldview or reframe aspects of the clients brand or product experience that the client had taken for granted.

If you think this will be the case, inform your client in advance of the meeting what type of approach they can expect from you. You need to let them know that the content is going to provoke dialogue, not that youre going to give them the opportunity to pre-vet or critique the material.

This also gives you a chance to further probe what people (and politics) may emerge from a robust, challenging discussion. You can also establish, as part of your agenda for the meeting, the key points youd like to drive toward in gathering constructive feedback.

HOW DO I MEET CLIENT EXPECTATIONS FOR QUALITY?

The quality of execution on a design deliverable can be subjective to clients if you have not established expectations for what makes a deliverable acceptable. The criteria can be established through simple discussion with your client and through the structuring of your project process so your clients understand the evolution of the solution, from idea to execution.

However, situations will emerge where shared criteria somehow fails. For example, your client approves every deliverable over the life span of a design project. You think everything is fine, but when you provide the client their final deliverable, they say they are not satisfied with your work.

Either of the following two options in this situation can hurt your business. Choosing Option 2 may cost you time and money, but choosing Option 1 may cost you your reputation.

Option 1: You can apologize for their dissatisfaction and explain why you cannot budge on your fees

If you take this approach, you are entering into a negotiation over whether the client will pay you for your work to date or agree to a change order to pay for additional revisions to the work. While your contract may fully protect you, there is a risk that the client will want to take you to mediation or court rather than fulfill the terms of the contract or pay you to rectify the situation. This situation is more likely to happen if your immediate client contact did a poor job of socializing your work throughout the project.

Option 2: You can apologize for their dissatisfaction and ask them to describe how the problem may be fixed

If you choose this path, you will negotiate with your client regarding the criteria required for them to accept the balance of the work to date. You will then need to determine the overall cost to you, from a time and materials standpoint, to satisfy the changes they are requesting. You may require the client to pay a portion of that cost.




How do you assure project quality?

If youre sometimes surprised by major errors in your projects - such as websites that dont work or typos slipping into deliverables - you should establish a quality assurance process for your studio. A quality assurance process includes explicit instructions on how you can test your deliverables against specific functional requirements and benchmarks.

Quality assurance should happen before you take any interactive deliverable live. Give yourself enough time to fix any errors and re-test. You dont want to cause new errors in the process.

For example: Youve created a mobile application for your client that lets people send audio files to each other via SMS. As part of your delivery process, you would carry out rigorous testing to ensure each feature of the application worked across a broad set of use cases and usage scenarios, such as having no signal on your phone, dropping out of the application midtask and so forth.
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Design Briefs

The essential foundation for every design project is the design brief, not the creative work. A design brief is a tool used to clarify and focus what should be created for clients over the course of a design project. Youll know you have a great brief if you start imagining design ideas as you read it. The same goes for when your client reads it.

Crafting a compelling, accurate brief can take substantial effort. Dont expect to cough one up in a few hours - it will take days. However, a well-written and properly informed brief will save your design team countless hours by aligning their efforts with the clients expectations.

If your client has not approved your brief in writing, you should not be designing. A signed brief should be an ironclad must in your practice. Otherwise you run the risk that each round of deliverables is merely an aid to iterate your clients business thinking rather than the quality of your creative work. If you have a well-crafted brief with a very specific key insight, theres no way to change the strategy without incurring costs to the client, both in terms of money and time.

You should refer to the brief in every presentation. The litmus test of a compelling brief is when you polish up your designs, stick them on boards, meet your clients in the conference room and introduce your work by sharing one to two succinct sentences that summarize the entire strategic direction of the project. At this point, their heads should be nodding expectantly, as they wait for you to reveal how youve clothed their business needs in compelling artistry.

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF STRONG BRIEFS

While there is no one template that all designers use for design briefs, there are certain characteristics that exemplary briefs share.

Compelling briefs are brief

A brief is digested, in all senses of the word: It is a condensation of thought indicating a succinct strategic direction and the main reason youre going to expend so much energy over the course of a project generating great design work. This can be conveyed in one or two pages. Support material, such as foundational research, should not be distilled from some twenty-five page PowerPoint deck into pages three through six of the design brief.

The best design briefs are narrow. Scarily so. They make clients sweat a bit under their collars, because they pin clients to one extraordinarily specific business strategy and key insight. Theres no wiggle room! Killer creative thinking comes from focus. You need a bulls-eye to aim at, not a wall.

An inverse correlation exists between the length of a design brief and the quality of thought that goes into it. I have haunting memories of being handed design briefs, then realizing that the author was requesting work that communicated three or four different ideas within one piece. The creative process can be easily co-opted for the purpose of focusing the clients marketing or branding strategy in the work itself. This is a waste of time and money for the client and the designer, and no way to run a profitable business. A design brief is a place for clarity, not contradiction.

If a client isnt willing to pin herself to a key understanding (which has been supported by research) about her business needs, then how can you judge the efficacy of your work in the first place?

They state the business conditions that require design

Have you ever had to sit in a client meeting where the first thing a client says about the brief is: Do you understand what were trying to accomplish here? From the brief, it doesnt seem like it. Lets go over the business problem again. You must succinctly and accurately describe the clients business problem in the brief. This should be a distillation of how you stated the same information in the proposal, informed by what youve learned since you started work. Keep it simple, so everyone knows why the project is necessary. Otherwise they may wander off and solve a problem you didnt need them to solve.

They contain one well-articulated key insight

The dictionary defines insight as an accurate and deep intuitive understanding of a person or thing. In the world of design, insight is the bridge from a business challenge to a stated design opportunity. Without an insight, there is little investment in a shared outcome for any large-scale project, especially when working with a diverse set of stakeholders who have their own stated (or unstated) political goals.

An insight, however, is not a summary of a singular research source. An insight emerges from the synthesis of information gathered from a multiplicity of research sources.

And a well-articulated insight is artfully concise.

If it takes you forever to explain the key insight in your brief, youre not doing it right. A good insight should be communicated in two to five seconds flat. Our product is the best because of x, y, z and x features  Nope. Not an insight. If theres a lot of commas, em-dashes, colons or other punctuation in your key benefit statements, youre cramming too much into what should be a simple imperative sentence.

Say one thing. Own it. Keep it simple.

Here are some key insights Ive seen in sample creative briefs about the internet: Big events in London are closer than you think with British Airways. Pot of Noodle: Your dirty secret. Mattel: Endless expression.

They support the key insight with reasons to believe

Reasons to believe can be both emotional and rational in nature, and they should be extracted from your research findings. This is usually the area in the brief where thickets of details emerge, oft requiring a machete or a blowtorch. However, these details are secondary to the goals of the project and will further complicate why your target audience will believe your key insight. Plus, if you spend all your time talking about your competition, youre not doing it right.

They state what emotions should be inspired by design

Understanding what your target audience should feel when they encounter one of your studios designs is a valuable way to calibrate your design teams efforts and create a shared understanding in design critique regarding what makes a specific concept or execution on brief. Key emotions should not be ambiguous, such as engaged or happy. Dig into your hearts thesaurus and uncover emotions that can inspire your team.

Consider this key insight for Pot of Noodle: Your dirty secret. Some of the (conflicting) emotions the audience might feel are ashamed, fulfilled and lustful. These emotional drivers may sound absurd for the marketing of an instant soup, but they were rooted in understanding their audience.

They define and describe your audience

Yes, it is a good idea to know that your audience is made up of fifty-five to seventy-year-old retiring baby boomers that love to fly home to see their folks and who earn $75,000 a year on their pensions.

But its even better to know Polly.

She lives in Boca Raton, Florida, in a retirement community, plays tennis twice a week at the club, has a weak spot for QVC, spends time on Facebook with her sorority sisters from college and regularly looks for travel bargains for impromptu trips to see her new grandkids. She is also a technology maven, having started and sold fourteen companies before her early retirement at the age of fifty-nine.

Is she your target audience, or an outlier? The latter often deliver the most valuable insight, especially if you are seeking to disrupt by design. Moving beyond the mass audience your client wants to reach and exploring select customer segments can be liberating for your designers. It can also help focus your client conversations regarding just who the audience is for whatever you create. Everyone who lives in Canada is not a valid audience segment. Neither is: Everyone who wants to buy a great can opener. If that were the case, then Smart Design would never have met with arthritis patients and young children while researching potential designs for OXO Good Grips - and created a breakthrough product line.

How you describe your audience should be just as narrow as how you define your single takeaway, and it should show up either in the brief or in supporting documentation that the client approves. You need to know the behavior of your audience and how it may differ from other people out there in the world. (Well get to research briefs in a minute.)

If youre sharing thoughts about your audience at the same time that youre showing concepts, its too late. Youre giving your client another thing to critique besides the creative work. Have the client agree to your audience within a research summary, and reference the research summary in the brief.

They outline how audience behavior can change

Communicating an idea is nice, but unless people act upon the new information that youve provided them with, nothing is going to change for your clients business.

They convey a clients brand voice and expression

Whether or not your client has established brand guidelines, you should call out exactly what constraints will be placed on your designers regarding brand voice and personality, and bring up any unique graphic elements that may be required in the final visual expression. This doesnt mean you should include a laundry list of every element. Point the designer, even if the designer is you, to other documents or information, as appropriate.

They provide high-level specifications for what to make

Are you looking to create an online advertising campaign, a new identity system or the interior design of a bus? This should be noted in the brief, as it will let the team know what kind of output they should generate. If you need to run the team through twenty-seven different deliverables associated with the design brief, you should prepare a separate deliverables brief. (See the next section.)

They read as plain english, not marketing jargon

Cleansing your briefs of marketing and researchspeak can clarify some key points for your creative team. If you have to leave jargon in the brief to demonstrate understanding or market expertise to a client, then have a glossary attached that defines the lingo youve used. Even long-term clients who have evolved a common language with your account management and creative teams should be patrolled. What happens if your designer is out sick for a week and you need to bring someone in to help? Youll be playing decode the brief for hours.

An amazing design brief wont save a bad product or business strategy. Sorry. Just had to say it.

DIFFERENT BRIEFS FOR DIFFERENT MOMENTS IN A PROJECT

A design brief is most frequently used as a focusing tool for designers who need to understand what they should be designing. However, there are other types of briefs that may be employed at different points in the design process. You probably wont need all of these briefs on a smaller-scale effort, but a massive design project may require each of the following.

Research brief

With an approved research brief and/or plan, a designer can forge ahead, conducting research activities to inform and guide the design work. Outputs that may be expected from agreed-upon research activities may include audience segmentation, personas or archetypes and a projects creative brief. A research brief should:

• State the clients business problem as it is currently understood

• Identify the gaps in knowledge that youre seeking to fill

• List the specific research activities that will serve as inputs into future design work

• Qualify the audience that youre seeking to reach

Experience brief

An experience brief is the foundation deliverable designers can use when crafting large-scale interactive experiences. Gaining approval on an experience brief before diving into site maps and wireframes helps support key decisions around a websites information architecture - well before a design brief and visual design direction are established. An experience brief should:

• Reframe the clients business problem with new data and insight derived from research

• Establish a parti, which is a central idea or metaphor that serves as a foundation for the structure of an interactive system - the same way that a key insight serves as the core of a design brief

• Describe the story arc your team is seeking to create for a person who visits the website or uses the application

• Convey story concepts and themes that will weave into the visual execution

• Describe the activities that site visitors will take part in and the emotions that those activities should evoke

Deliverables brief

Deliverables briefs are most useful when a team that is familiar with an approved design brief and set of design directions is continuing onward to design additional, complementary elements. A deliverables brief should:

• State the agreed-upon strategy (from the design brief)

• Restate the key insight and reasons to believe (from the design brief)

• Describe the relationship between a previous projects output and new deliverables that must be created

• Provide in-depth specification for each deliverable, as well as any messaging that may be required for each deliverable

Deliverables

A design brief is only one of a range of deliverables youll provide a client over the course of a well-formed design project. Strong deliverables are chapters in a story that you are telling over the life of a client project. If you do a good job of shaping deliverables for your audience, they will embrace your story and convey it to others.

You should collaborate with your client to understand their needs as you become fully immersed in a project, and tune your deliverables when appropriate to help communicate the quality and fit of your design work.

However, you should not allow the client to dictate your deliverables or change your necessary design process in a manner that jeopardizes your project output.

Project deliverables should have been clearly outlined in your proposal with your client, and they should have also been tied to a payment schedule that follows the course of the project. For example, a website design and development project may have some of the following deliverables, with payment triggered by delivery of visual design and the code at the end:

•   Design Brief (one to two pages): Describes agreed-upon strategy for project. Two rounds of review, with edits.

•   Content Strategy Document (two to four pages): Defines critical content for website to be generated by client before entering development. Two rounds of review, with edits.

•   Site Map and Low-Fidelity Wireframes (up to three page templates): Shows information architecture across site and placement of key content. Includes light annotations. Two rounds of review, with edits.

•   Mood Boards (two): Establishes foundation for visual design direction for website. One round of review, with edits.

•   Visual Design Templates for Website (two page comps): Visual design for two website templates in Photoshop (PSD) format. Two rounds of review, with edits.

•   HTML and CSS Templates (up to five pages): Coded page templates that may be repurposed for key content areas across website. Two rounds of review, with edits.

Meetings

In the name of providing great client service, it can be tempting to encourage face-to-face contact as often as possible. However, meetings cost money. Stuff the room with twenty-seven important people who want to weigh in on a pressing client problem and then count the billable hours youve consumed in order to have everyone be part of the process.

Next time you think about placing a meeting on anyone elses calendar - whether co-worker or potential client - consider the following. Everyone will thank you for it.

HOW DO I PLAN FOR AND MANAGE A MEETING?

Determine if it needs to be a meeting

Make sure a formal meeting is necessary before you expend the energy required to plan it. The content of most meetings can be covered in a quick face-to-face conversation, a phone call or Skype conversation, or through a brief email or IM exchange.

Dont default to thirty minutes

If it does need to be a meeting, how much could you accomplish in four minutes? Two minutes? Some issues can be addressed in microincrements.

Control who needs to be in the room

Before blasting out an invite, determine critical attendees. No, you dont want to leave out anyone on the team. But be honest: Dont they have better things to do? Touch base with them and see if they want to be included in the meeting, and if doing so will cut into their workday productivity. If they are going to attend, assign them an agenda item.

Always prepare an agenda and ground rules

Any meeting you have with a client or your team should be planned in advance. When youre creating the agenda, understand what kind of meeting youre seeking to create: Standup/status meeting (i.e., whos doing what today), start work/kickoff meeting or presentation of a deliverable. At the meeting, make sure the agenda is distributed to everyone involved. Enforce the agenda. It also helps to have clear ground rules for everyone to follow, independent of the topics youll discuss. For example, information architect Bram Wessel recommends the following guidelines he uses for meetings: No devices. Time-boxed agendas. No decks. Call it a workshop, not a meeting. Limit attendees and make them stand.

Provide food or drink, as appropriate

Providing coffee, tea, water and other small snacks can go a long way for any meeting, whether its a client meeting or just an internal one. I like dropping a dark chocolate bar on the table after a tough meeting is half over. It always brightens conversation and helps people relax.

Ruthlessly control the scope of the conversation

Keep an eye on the clock to keep attendees honest regarding how much time each uses on a specific topic. If the meeting has more than a few people, one person can play the role of timekeeper. If a topic simply wont die, ask if you can park it in the parking lot, a space on the whiteboard for items that require further discussion after the meeting.

Plan breaks in your meetings and hold people to them

Control any breaks that you factor into your agenda. A five-minute break can easily slide into fifteen minutes and derail planned activities or topics of discussion.

Assign a scribe to document the discussion

One attendee of the meeting should capture key points of feedback, clearly outline action items, and at the end of the meeting, read aloud a list of what must be clarified or followed up after the meeting. (See Feedback.)

Dont spill your conversation into another meeting

If anyone in the room requests scheduling another meeting to continue the discussion, it probably wont be another meeting with the same people at the table. Step outside of the meeting to consult with the appropriate people and determine what next steps are required to keep moving.

Start on time and end five minutes early

Acknowledge the commute that attendees have before and after meetings, whether from hours away or across the hall. Graciously accommodate their travel by leaving space at the end of your agenda for them to reach their next destination on time. No one likes to rush - especially if theyre having to run to another meeting.
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Presentations

Designers are afraid of many things: Poorly kerned type, color palettes that seem to have been constructed by an angry toddler and presenting design work to clients. But dont fret. Promoting your firm and presenting your deliverables are skills that can be learned the same way you can learn how to draw clipping paths in Adobe Illustrator.

HOW CAN I BECOME A BETTER PRESENTER?

I happen to be married to a professional speaking coach, Mary Paynter Sherwin, so I asked her for her perspective on how to become a better presenter of design work. Heres what she said.

Everybody on your team needs to know how to present

Everybody needs to know how to hold a board properly, how to gesture at a PowerPoint without pointing with one finger and how not to rock back and forth like theyre trapped in the basement in a horror movie. But the only way youre going to learn all of this is if you become familiar with how you talk.

Anyone can learn to be an effective presenter

The first obstacle is getting over saying to yourself, Im just not comfortable doing it. Comfort has nothing to do with it. Were you 100 percent confident when you designed your first logo? Are you 100 percent confident now, even after all of your years of experience? Why should presenting work be any different? You can be a really good presenter and not be comfortable doing it. You can be confident and efficient and informative, and still not like doing it. Its a skill, just like making wireframes.

Being a great speaker comes from finding your own authentic style

There are so many different speaking styles and techniques for giving presentations that most people dont even know exist. You can learn all the different styles and tricks, but whats important is to remember that speaking is a lot like designing. It takes time as a designer to develop a style, and to be able to recognize the tools you are most comfortable with and the individual way you use them. Like the dozens of keystrokes you learn for shortcuts in After Effects, theres a similar shorthand for how you can become a better presenter. But without authenticity, you arent going to progress. Something will always be off and your audience will see it.

This isnt to say you cant design in a style youre not familiar with or use a tool you arent an expert at. But you do have a preference and that preference or aesthetic says something about who you are as a person. You have to spend the time exploring ways of talking about the work until you find the way that works for you  because its just like your design work. Its your sweet spot. So if you have to sit down and read from notecards, thats your style. And thats totally okay.

Presentation style should be invisible to your client

When youre presenting the work, your presentation of the work cannot become an additional component of the work. You dont want your clients saying, I would have liked that work if he hadnt used that laser pointer, or if he wasnt fidgeting all the time You want your presentation style to be invisible.

Practice your presentation until you can improvise

Even if youve practiced a hundred times, you will get nervous. Being nervous is perfectly fine. Something would be wrong if you werent! Presenters get worried because theres no undo. You cant revert to a previous version. You have to be okay with that.

HOW SHOULD I PREPARE FOR A PRESENTATION?

Here are some additional tips and tricks Ive personally gathered over the years that have helped me make better design presentations.

Bring a cheat sheet for the content youll be presenting

Just formulating what should go on your cheat sheet will help you remember what key points you want to hit in your presentation. And if youve practiced your speech as well, then you wont need it. (Though cheat sheets will come in handy if you get laryngitis and another team member has to present your concepts.)

Pare away anything extraneous to your argument

You dont need to tell your client about the process by which you reached the comps, unless it supports your strategy from the brief or helps build trust in a process your client hasnt been through before. In either case, consider how concisely you can provide this information without burning up forty minutes of an hour-long presentation.

Record yourself practicing the speech, then watch it

The only way to catch some of your nervous tics and unintended vocabulary - uhm, ah, like - is to record your presentation, and then watch it. Once youve done this a few times, deliver your speech to one of your co-workers or a disinterested party. Listen to their feedback. You may be surprised to discover that when watching your video, you only caught a fraction of your problem presentation habits.

Control who is going to be in the room

Part of a great presentation comes from having the right audience to receive what youve prepared. Everyone in the room should have a good reason to be at the meeting and should participate in the presentation. If they dont, they shouldnt attend.

In the presentation, properly frame the thinking behind your design

Describe each idea before you show any visual executions. Dont over-describe the details after the reveal; two to three points per comp is enough. Emote a little, but dont overload the room with your excitement. Feel free to clarify when clients ask questions (after the presentation), but dont go down the rabbit hole on extraneous details.

Dont wait until the last minute to practice

If youre driving to the client meeting and havent practiced what youre going to say, its too late.




Dont tell your client which idea you love most

Dont push a specific direction when presenting a range to your client. Says project manager Fiona Robertson Remley: When the client asks you which idea you like best, smile and avoid answering. Use language such as: This concept echoes the focus on health and the outdoors described in the brief. Or: This logo maps to your request for a strong, vibrant identity. Try to avoid picking the design for the client. It is ultimately their project, not yours, so they need to take ownership of the design.
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Feedback

Clients deliver feedback on everything we create for them: proposals, deliverables, project schedules, email communication styles, what weve worn to a meeting with their CEO and so forth. Soliciting and receiving feedback from clients is a crucial part of any ongoing collaboration between a client and a designer. To quote Robert Allen, There is no failure. Only feedback.

The inability to manage client feedback causes your design work to suffer. Here are some ways to work with feedback that will help keep your design projects running smoothly, while reducing the tension that poorly considered feedback can cause in a client relationship.

HOW SHOULD I MANAGE CLIENT FEEDBACK?

1. Put the feedback in writing for all parties to approve

For every project, you should schedule a date by which clients are responsible for providing you feedback. Often clients will want to deliver this feedback face-to-face or over the phone. Document everything discussed during those meetings, then send it to the client as a record of your conversation. Otherwise youre going to forget details and nuances.

2. Clarify ambiguous feedback before making changes

When receiving written feedback from a client or discussing the nuances of their perspective, strive to turn ambiguous comments into directions instead of opinions. Dont say in your email, Client dislikes green color, wants us to explore other options. Tack on the end of that sentence a way to focus and narrow the comments implications. Instead, try Client notes that green background in sidebars might be too similar to green in competitors site. Ask them to agree to your interpretation before starting on the changes.

3. Describe what feedback may impact project scope

The client may not be aware that requested changes will influence the scope of the project. Describe potential impacts to schedule and scope with every major round of feedback and approval. Be clear about how her input is contributing to the final goal or possibly changing that goal. This will help everyone involved stay on the same page. No surprises!

WHAT ARE COMMON ISSUES WITH CLIENT FEEDBACK?

Here are a few examples of issues that can come up when receiving client feedback, even if you follow the process outlined above.

Youre confronted with feedback that is actionable but has a negative tone

I hate the color scheme. You should have used yellow instead of purple. And the stock photo is all wrong. Find someone who looks older and richer. What the hell were you thinking?

Put the clients tone aside for the moment. Dont let it cloud your judgment.

Take the client email and strip it down to what really needs to be addressed: Explore new options for the color scheme, especially surrounding the purple in the tertiary color palette. Assess photo on page 2 and see if you can find someone in their forties wearing fashionable clothes.

Then write back to your client with this clarification of your original intent, what action items have arisen from her feedback and a query as to why she questioned your intent with such language. Finish up with the type of feedback you would appreciate in the future based on your rules of engagement.

If you manage a team, this is your job. Be cautious that you dont make your team expend emotional energy to resolve these types of ambiguities around what a client wants from them. They may be distracted from better uses of their time and talent.

The client asks you to make changes counter to the creative brief, brand style guide and so forth

I think for this one, we can ignore the style guide and bring in some new visual elements that contrast what our competitors are doing. Im really excited about this, so I dont think you need to worry about a brand review.

These situations can happen when clients become busy and pass along what seems like actionable feedback from other stakeholders. However, once you really start thinking about the feedback, red flags begin to wave frantically in your mind.

You should initiate a direct conversation with the client regarding why he is contradicting agreed-upon standards, and capture that rationale in writing. If you feel the feedback will adversely impact their brand or quality of project execution, you should propose alternate actions that preserve the integrity of the project strategy and the clients brand.

Your client tells you she dislikes everything you have created so far

I think youve missed the mark. Maybe you need to start over.

This kind of feedback isnt immediately actionable. Take a deep breath before crafting a response.

Ask the client for discrete reasons the design you provided was not appropriate. Make sure these reasons point to specific places in the agreed-upon brief, brand guidance, functional specifications and so forth. Her feedback needs to be tangible and quantifiable, not just emotional. You will need to establish clear constraints and boundaries in order to target what needs to be rethought or revised. Otherwise you may burn additional hours toward an uncertain goal.




Over time, receiving feedback becomes easier

Through repeated practice, you can gain greater tolerance for receiving and reshaping client feedback.

Whenever I receive client feedback, I think of stress tests for rock-climbing ropes. In a stress test, you tie a weight to the end of a rope, secure the other end of the rope and drop the weight off a tall building. You observe how far the weight can drop and how much force the rope can withstand.

Note that a rock-climbing rope doesnt reach an instant breaking point. These ropes are designed to stretch, then bounce back. The amount of flexion, or give, that the rope demonstrates is a measure of its resilience. No one wants a rope that snaps under pressure.

A seasoned designer has a deep reservoir of resilience. This leads to a higher tolerance for change and ambiguity, as well as a certain level of professionalism around negotiating client feedback. This is a learned skill, and it will be critical for improving client service and project management for your business.





Networking

Build time into your busy schedule to find the people and companies that will help you fulfill your projects. Your network should always reflect your own skill level or higher.

Some ways to build your network of collaborators include:

• Staying in touch with people you worked with at a previous company or design studio

• Meeting with people at local and national industry events

• Working on-site in a freelance capacity

• Being willing to help a colleague find a resource, with no profit to yourself - they will return the favor

• Reaching out to people through well-crafted email

• Starting conversations and keeping tabs via social networks such as Twitter, Facebook or LinkedIn

• Looking outside your discipline of design for inspiration and potential partners in crime

• Fostering dialogue through instant messenger and video chat

Networking should be part of your studio overhead, as it contributes to new business development, hiring, culture and your thought leadership.

Competition

You and your competitors drive each other to do great work. You should celebrate when your competitors are successful in landing a project that you bid on.

Poor sportsmanship occurs when your eight-year-old child wont shake hands with the competing soccer team because they scored fourteen goals in the first quarter. You are better than that. If you cant recognize that what your competitor did was better, and learn from your failure, then you arent a good competitor. There may even come a time when you end up collaborating with your competition on a future project.

To quote Nathan Peretic, cofounder of Full Stop Interactive: Your competition may well be bad design and not the other guy in town who happens to make good websites. When you dont sell a physical product, the goal shouldnt be to capture a percentage of the market; it should be to find enough good clients to support the business you enjoy.

So dont spend too much of your time worrying about your competition. If you change whats unique about yourself to emulate a more successful studio, then youre not being true to yourself or your studios current strengths. Its those unique qualities that can help you win the kind of business you want in the future.
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Strategy

So far, weve spent most of our time uncovering the secrets of how designers can provide strong service to their clients. But in the process of doing so, we increase the likelihood of becoming a strategic partner to our clients. We finally have a seat at the table when the client is talking strategy - and we can offer a range of strategic services that verge outside what may be considered a designers core area of expertise.

This is a good thing. With the ongoing expansion of designs role in business, todays designers are helping to solve problems that transcend mere decoration and instead impact the core functions of a clients business. But in our haste to be strategic partners, weve added a host of new services to our capabilities that we may not fully understand: Design strategy. Brand strategy. Content strategy. Interactive strategy. Media strategy. Business strategy. We may have overstepped our reach.

If youre going to run a design-led business, its inevitable that you will need to talk strategy with your clients. So lets take a brief interlude and explore the types of strategies you might create as a design businessperson, as well as how they may support the efforts of your clients. Its my hope that this information will come in handy as your business grows.

WHAT EXACTLY IS STRATEGY?

The dictionary says: a strategy is a plan of action or policy designed to achieve a major or overall aim. Intention leads to action, which hopefully yields a desired result.

But dont get too excited about the word design appearing in this definition of strategy. Even though plans or policies may have been designed, that doesnt mean strategies are about designing or are created by designers.

Instead design businesspeople who want to create strategies must be able to both intend and realize strategy, says Henry Mintzberg, Joseph Lampel and Bruce Ahlstrand in their book Strategy Safari: A Guided Tour through the Wilds of Strategic Management. The realization piece can be hard for some designers, as our clients are often responsible for the deployment and upkeep of what we create. To quote Timothy Morey, an associate vice president of strategy at frog, a global innovation firm: Business strategists cant agree on how exactly firms make their strategy. The emergent schools of strategy favored by Mintzberg (and backed by my experience!) suggest that there is a lot of room for clever designers to surreptitiously impact their clients strategy through design and design research.

Unintended consequences also influence how designers create strategies. Strategies have to form as well as be formulated, says Mintzberg, in reference to the ways companies react to continual fluctuations in the behavior of their competitors, customers and culture as a whole. For example, a soft drink manufacturer plans to release a new pink-colored soda that tastes like watermelon, but it will take at least a year for its product to reach the market. An article in The Wall Street Journal says that their competitor is rolling out a line of fruit-flavored sodas, starting with a watermelon flavor in just one month. Both companies may have similar strategies for how they will roll out their products, but the late entrant to the market will have to reformulate its strategy in order to establish a successful position. A strategy has no value if it cant be acted upon.

In your work as a designer, you will be asked to take many positions with regard to what strategy means to your clients. You may perceive new patterns through your research and recommendations. For another client, you can suggest a specific position or change their perspective. You may also find yourself recommending particular tactics for your clients to assume a better position in the market.

Just by fulfilling design activities you are often realizing strategies, whether you intend to or not. But this does not mean that you are practicing strategy. Compare the above definition of strategy as a plan with how Charles Eames defines design: Design is a plan for arranging elements in such a way as best to accomplish a particular purpose. If a designers actions are aligned with a particular purpose, then they may be strategic. This does not mean, however, that they are intending that strategy or able to fully describe the course to get there. This is the domain of a design strategist.

HOW DOES A DESIGNER PRACTICE STRATEGY?

I asked Abby Godee, an executive director of strategy at frog, for her definition of design strategy. This is what she said:

Design strategists will help any design team create the why and the how that will lead to a more meaningful what.

Design firms are generally good at addressing what should be made, but their abilities may vary based on the how and the why. Many designers, in their design training, are not initially prepared to address what a client needs to understand around the why, and design firms can often leave a client hanging regarding the how.

What does Abby mean by the what, the why, and the how?

Why?

We need to understand our client business problems and identify where they should explore solutions to those problems - which segments, which user needs, which markets and which opportunities?

A designer practicing strategy must be able to explore and describe why certain conditions have led to the need to create new things in the world, or to change or remove existing things from the world. These conditions could be related to customer behavior, market competition, cultural trends or other factors. The design strategist must be able to discern patterns and identify competitive positions in order to establish a more holistic perspective for their clients.

What?

We have identified opportunities regarding what to design, supported by insight. These opportunities clearly indicate possible design solutions that will influence a clients business for the better.

As Abby noted, most design businesses spend the majority of their time intuiting what should be made, but they may not always know why what they are making will have a meaningful business impact. A strategist should be able to work with a design team to plan a future state for a businesss customers with the inclusion of new or improved products and services, as well as any new branding approaches, marketing or advertising positions. These plans should help clients focus attention on a specific position in relation to their competition.

How?

Based on agreed solutions, we determine how possible design solutions will be designed, implemented and brought to market. A design strategist would also assess how prepared the client organization is to realize those solutions and the potential impacts of doing so.

A design strategist should help a company understand how to realize the solutions theyve envisioned and designed at a high level. This could require anything from creating implementation road maps to designing, building and shipping products, services, new brand guidelines and advertising campaigns. The design strategist may not be an expert in all of these domains. Instead she may serve as a sort of general contractor to connect design teams with the appropriate partners throughout the implementation process. At this point, a design strategists careful planning gives way to a deep understanding of what tactics will fulfill intended strategies.

Gabriel Post, a design strategist, suggests that the strategist should understand where the client is in their own development process - what decisions have been made and which can be influenced - so the energy going in is aligned with what is needed and challenges what can be overcome.

HOW DOES DESIGN STRATEGY ALLIGN WITH YOUR CLIENTS BUSINESS AIMS?

Now that you have a sense of what design strategists provide for their clients, you can begin to explore the roles that designers can play in helping to formulate and realize strategies on behalf of their clients. Designers may influence strategies within the following areas of a clients business operations.
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A framework by Gabriel Post. This illustrates the overlaps between the domain of design strategy and business strategy.

Corporate strategy

Corporate strategy governs how a company intends to sustain its operations over time. Corporate strategy seeks to answer one question: What business are we in? The corporate strategy is manifested through the mission, values, goals and aspirations that a company has set for itself. Youll also find it in the clients plans for partnering with favorable firms, merging with competitive firms or acquiring companies or IP to support its interests.

This area has traditionally been the domain of management consultants, but designers bring a clarity of thought and the power to reduce complicated strategies to digestible images, frameworks and stories, which makes them good candidates to play here, says Timothy Morey.

Business strategy

Business strategy is a broad umbrella that encompasses the most important ongoing considerations for any corporation, from process optimization to product/service portfolio management to operations, finance and marketing. However, it can almost always be summed up as an attempt to answer this question: How are we going to make money within our market?

Business strategies support corporate needs: Meeting revenue targets, achieving desired market positions, rewarding shareholders, fulfilling stated corporate strategies and more. Many services that design businesses provide, such as product/service strategy, brand strategy and marketing strategy are flavors of business strategy and may be generated by a design strategist who has the appropriate expertise.

Brand strategy

Brand strategy is the practice of formulating how a companys brand - the sum of how the company is perceived through all of its interactions with its customers - is manifested through corporate marketing, communications, product and service design, interactive design and business operations. Designers who work on a companys brand translate corporate strategies and business strategies into a brand position, which may then touch a companys product/service strategy and marketing strategy.

Product/service strategy

Product and service strategies help to define and shape the evolution of a companys portfolio of salable products and services. I use the word portfolio very deliberately, as a corporations business strategies are realized through proper investment in their best-performing products and services. While product strategy is often depicted as an outcome of corporate and business strategy, in reality it is often the driver of those higher order strategies. A designer with a great product strategy can end up surreptitiously changing the business or corporate strategy of an organization. Think of Apples initial foray into the music business with the iPod, or Amazons impact on the publishing industry with their Kindle products.

Marketing strategy

Marketers explore a clients business strategy and product/service strategy, then determine what actions should be taken in the market to better sell a companys products and services to reach stated business goals. Designers who play in this space may influence product/service strategy and business strategy.

Strategy as a service that designers provide

A designer may provide even more flavors of strategy that impact a clients business: interactive strategy, content strategy or media strategy, just to name a few. Many of these strategies are closely tied to what should be realized, and how, but they may not be offered by a business strategist.

While its tempting to elaborate these strategy types in depth, I think its more important to note that these are services that support the delivery of design strategy. Design strategists must be able to string tactics together into a plan that every person at the table can agree upon and execute with confidence. Much of what we design can create new patterns in behavior and can cause business strategies to form in an emergent fashion. But we cant create a media strategy and claim to be a corporate strategist. Nor can we completely revise a companys business strategy when formulating a content strategy. What a design strategist can do is help clients visualize how they can reach a set of agreed-upon objectives, with the appropriate tools and resources at their disposal.




What skills do strategists employ that designers may not have or may not be able to acquire?

• Design strategists have an interpretive role: They must speak fluently about various disciplines such as business, marketing, technology, design and culture

• Design strategy works with design research: Good strategists understand how to translate the information gleaned from research into insight. Then they blend it with perspectives from the other disciplines

• Design strategists focus more on the framing than on the actual design making: You may not hire design strategists in order for them to execute designs, but they should be expected to collaborate with teams to generate design ideas





HOW DO I HELP SET STRATEGIC DIRECTION FOR A CLIENT PROJECT?

BFAs advising MBAs regarding their business strategy may seem a bit strange to both parties involved, but as youve read so far, designers can have great influence on how a companys business strategy is realized in the market. To act as a strategic partner for any organization means reaching a place where both of you agree on the problem you are trying to solve - while remaining flexible enough to accept that this agreement will likely change as the project progresses, due to market forces.

But the most critical part of solving business problems through design requires investing in learning about a clients business and its competitive space. We often forget to approach our clients problems with the same level of rigor that we would approach the formal design process. Over time, this is how a designer becomes a strategic partner for her client. This process often begins with asking the right questions during the proposal stage or while writing a brief.

The secret sauce in these long-term sustained conversations is to think about problems as a space that both people and companies maneuver through over time. Designers can help companies define where they stand within that space - as opposed to grasping at problems to solve - and help business stakeholders find a consistent language to describe the challenges they face and how they interrelate, from organizational units and market segments to long-term goals and brand style guides. Do not underestimate the power of design and storytelling to rally organizations behind a well-articulated strategy.

Designers are well equipped to work with strategists to achieve this aim. To quote Gabriel Post, a strategist I have worked closely with:

Given that designers are typically highly visual people, or at least model makers, I highly encourage strategists to co-develop visual models with the designers of the products that will live in it. Some common models used are ecosystem models, value-chain models and marketecture models  each has a slightly different take on what is described in its landscape.

The better the understanding of the world which a product is being designed for, the more meaningful the resulting product. And since Id argue the value of design is in the degree to which the result is meaningful for the end user, being part strategist is becoming an essential part of being a designer.

And lastly: As a strategist, its not your job to just say yes. It is often said that strategy is as much about deciding what not to do, as it is about selecting what to do. Having a high-level, strategic impact on any company requires a deep level of commitment, trust and a sustained relationship over time. None of these emerge instantly on day one of your very first project. And none of them come from being a yes-man. You need to choose to ask the hard questions early on, in a way that can be heard and responded to, and every compromise you make should be clear-eyed and shared.

And if you dont? You may obtain a well-paid client engagement, but you wont be invited back to the table as a strategist.




Strategic relationships are built on trust

Trust is earned in a client relationship, not given. If you expect a strategic role in your clients business too early in a relationship, you can create situations where you overstep the bounds of that relationship. In such situations, we can say to our clients: Trust me. Have faith that well succeed! But faith and trust are not the same thing.

I asked Stefan Mumaw, creative director and author of Chasing the Idea Monster, for his point of view on this subject:

Trust and faith are close concepts, but I believe they can be defined separately.

In terms of design and clients, I think you can define trust as the ability for a client to experience our work in some way - whether thats by viewing the problems weve solved for others or by some form of known recommendation - and believe that we can solve similar problems or achieve similar results for them. Its a form of self-application, to experience that which we have created and apply it to their personal situation. Faith, on the other hand, is blind. Its a clients ability to have nothing in which to apply to themselves other than our word, and to believe we can serve them wholly.

It takes trust for a client to hire us to solve a problem weve solved for someone else. It takes faith for a client to hire us to solve something weve never solved previously.

Which should we encourage from our clients? I believe its entirely dependent on what they are hiring us to solve. Philosophically, its rare for us to be hired to solve that which we havent solved previously, but I believe its an integral part of growing as a creative. Learning to sell process and philosophy rather than goods and services is a fundamental shift in how weve defined ourselves as designers. How we think, and how we insert the client and their goals into that, is our greatest asset and our greatest value.
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Managing Your Projects
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Project Management

If only I could spend more time designing and less time doing [insert name of mundane task that doesnt seem design related at all] is a constant refrain for most designers. But its those mundane tasks that allow your design business to stay in business. Most big projects today are complex enough that the percent of time spent actually designing them can be less than 30 percent of the total time the job requires. The rest falls under the domain of project management.

Project management is what keeps design businesses successful and profitable. For the sanity of both your co-workers and your clients, it can never be sacrificed. Your clients will expect this service from you. Your business will demand it. Agencies and designers are usually hired for their design skills, but they are nearly always fired for lack of project management skills, says strategic project manager Fiona Robertson Remley.

WHAT IS PROJECT MANAGEMENT?

I talked with Derin Basden, a director of project management at frog, a global innovation firm, to explore what project management is and what designers need to know about project management as a discipline for their business.

What would you expect a project manager to do?

First, it helps to define what we mean by a project.

I define a project as a defined series of steps intended to achieve an agreed-upon and stated outcome. These steps usually need to be performed in some kind of predefined order and meet certain defined specifications at particular milestones.

Every project has a few basic parts: defined scope, deliverables, timeline, budget (and payment terms, if via third party) and the list of assumptions/caveats. These, in fact, are the basic pieces that go into a contract or scope of work. It is not by accident that the Project Management Institute makes no distinction between a construction project manager and a software project manager. They study the same material and take the same test. The basic parts are the same, no matter the industry.

Project management is the careful guidance and execution of the project plan. It encompasses everything from initial planning to final delivery. It is a project managers job to ensure that the final deliverable meets the needs and expectations of the client, and fulfills the terms of the agreed-upon contract, inclusive of all of those other elements: Scope, deliverables, timeline, budget and assumptions.

A good project manager ensures that the plan is solid (or at least a solid start), the contracts are signed, the correct people are assigned to the project, the deliverables are being created per agreed-upon specifications and timeline, and the budget is in line. If any of these are not lining up, the project manager pulls various levers and switches to get things back on track, including changing the overall terms of the contract.

A great project manager has the pulse and confidence of his team, can motivate them to do better when they should, knows when to change course, knows how to keep the team focused on the end goal and prevent individuals from going down a rabbit hole. He can proactively challenge the client, set their expectations, and game the system to get the project done.

If you dont budget time for project management into your eight-hour day, youll end up working late nights and weekends to account for activities that support your formal design work.

What is great project management? how is it different from or similar to great client service?

A project managers responsibility is to the project and to the project team first, then the client. There, Ive said it.

In my experience, the client often doesnt know what they want, and cant see the forest for the trees. They can get bogged down in detail, or they arent paying attention at all. They come in with an idea and have no idea how to execute. Then, when you start executing, they can try to take the reins - often with disastrous results.

A great project manager gets the project done the right way, helping to foster collaboration and teamwork despite any self-destructive efforts on the part of the client. An old project management joke is: If it werent for clients, the job would be easy.

In the end, its the final deliverable that matters to the project manager. His major focus should be on the project and the internal team, with minor focus on the client. Good project managers deliver as-scoped quality projects on time, on budget and with a happy team. Thats the Holy Grail.

Client service is another beast altogether. At some companies, it is the job of a good client partner or account manager to continually set and manage the expectations of the client. Great account managers help keep clients happy by ensuring that the client is being heard by the project team, the team is being heard by the client and the projects meet the overall client goals. Ideally the client is never surprised by anything; they are continually pleased by your teams results. Client service professionals help build relationships and accounts, identify opportunities and consult with project managers on how to make decisions. Their focus should be on the client, with minor focus on the project.

Of course, project managers can provide good client service through honest communication, attentiveness, responsiveness, regular status reporting and solid logistics. Clients should never have to think or worry about any of these things. As far as the client is concerned, the project should just work.

At one of my previous jobs, the developers would often complain about feature requests from clients. At this company, clients would make silly requests (as they often do), and the developers would either satisfy those requests grudgingly or push back and say they wouldnt do them, while the project managers crunched numbers in the background. A great project manager, however - often working with a client service professional - understands what the client really wants and proposes a solution that meets the needs of the client and the approval of the team doing the work.

Think of it this way: If a client walked into your restaurant and asked one of your staff to prepare a meal differently, how would you respond? There are many more options besides yes or no. Sometimes just saying yes is a disservice, sometimes saying no is good service, sometimes just listening to the client meets their needs. That is just good service: knowing what is going to work best for the client in the long run.
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What happens when you dont have a project manager?

Many things can happen. Usually all bad.

Know how to distribute project management responsibilities appropriately across your staff, so you arent carrying the full burden of both creative and project management duties.

The project spins and spins

There is no one to put a foot down, push back or help make a logical choice. Spinning could happen due to internal perfectionism, client shenanigans or general uncertainties.

Too many cooks on the team

If theres a power vacuum or a lot of uncertainty surrounding a project, a few people on the team may elect themselves as leaders. Conflicting direction and confused deliverables ensue. Frustration, marred by the lack of a cohesive voice to the client, leads to misaligned expectations with the client and client unhappiness with the product - even if the product is good.

No one watching the store

No ones paying attention and timeline, budget, deliverables and resourcing all go by the wayside. Project managers help make sure that contractual obligations are met.

Lopsided deliverables

Theres no mediator to help different leaders and doers get along. The loudest voice wins and subtle points are missed. The end deliverable is lopsided - development wins over design, design wins over usability, etc.

No one listens to the client or ensures their expectations are met

The team is proud of end product. The client is furious. Clients, for all of their silliness during the process, are pretty good judges of the quality and effectiveness of the final deliverable.

All of these problems result in cost overruns, unmet deliverables and unhappy clients.




Always bill for project management

No one loves a project manager, especially when he starts questioning why the project is $5,000 over budget and the developer is freaking out over the back-end services that dont exist yet and a strident voice interrupts: Wait a minute! Did you forget to make the logo green because the client requested it in the feedback document, didnt you read it, go back to page 3, down there at the bottom, how did you miss it, can you get it done in seven minutes, cause the deliverable is already late and then well figure out how things ended up wrong and Im sure well all learn something from your epic fail -

This fear of project management is a ruse. This imaginary combat between the left-brain, rational number-crunching beast that screams at us because were going over budget, and the right-brain, crafty part of our mind is engaged in some heavy-duty creative flow, busy affixing gold stars to layout comps with star stickers matching PMS 123, is an albatross that we gingerly hand from designer to designer.

This is not a strategy that I advocate, for you or anyone else.

Instead, consider what roles and responsibilities you hold through your workday. What do you do that keeps your projects humming along? How many hours a week are consumed while doing those tasks?

Add up those hours by project - be sure to include project management, client service and other nonoverhead roles that you provide as part of your workday - and add those responsibilities into your billable hourly fees. Carve them out of your design time, and tack those hours onto the end of the project.

This is how much you should be estimating and billing, at your top-line rate.

Its also how hard you should actually be working, amortized across each forty-hour week.

Of course, you have an alternative. You could just spend sixty hours per week cursing at the clock and preparing your baggage for a fast trip to Burnoutland.





How can I learn how to be a great project manager?

A new project manager is going to make mistakes. A lot of them. What counts is how you react to making those mistakes. Ask questions. Watch others and how they work. Learn, adjust and take mistakes in stride. Next time you see a similar problem, you can be more proactive. If it only takes one mistake for you to learn, youre doing well.

What people typically associate with project management - number crunching - is just one piece of the puzzle. Project management is a strange combination of number crunching, organization, people skills and content comprehension. Listen to your clients, your team and your instincts. If you dont understand why you are doing the project, what the client wants, what a great deliverable feels like or how to help your team get there, you are missing the point entirely. Great project managers are always playing what-if scenarios, logging risks and playing out mitigation strategies, like some elaborate simulation or real-time strategy video game.

Communication is the single most important skill of a project manager. And good communication means you are able to speak, write, listen, perceive, read body language, present, wrangle, badger, charm, threaten, dismiss, greet, and more. You know your audience and pick the right medium, format and structure. You arent afraid to pick up the phone or meet face-to-face, when warranted. Of course, you also need to know things like scoping and costing, scheduling (i.e., tasks over time by resource), resource management, quality control, contracts, financials and negotiation, which all involve communication as well.

Consider shadowing an amazing project manager in your downtime, and perhaps youll add a few tricks to your bag.

Hire someone to provide the necessary project management responsibilities if youre struggling to keep up or if you have a lot of new projects coming into your studio.
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Process

The dictionary defines process as a systematic series of actions directed to some end. Design businesses often have deliberate, branded processes that are splayed across their websites and marketing collateral. You see their FancyNames referenced above tidy charts on their websites that describe exactly how their design studios product is manufactured.

This is the designers attempt to fuse her creative process to some form of business process. Often discussions of process can be used as a way to comfort a client: Weve done this before. This is how we did it. In the end, well have your two perfect widgets and a microsite describing its awesomeness. But do studios actually follow these processes to the letter? Do they have an in-depth manual they use to guide their designers through Step 4A? Do clients swoon at the process diagrams when youre competing for a project? Or is this packaging of process solely a way to pitch and secure business?

Instead of establishing and following rote guidelines for how to design (and sell your firm), become a perpetual student of your process so you can design the design process. Each time I design a project, I learn something that I fold back into the process, changing how I may approach design in the future. Here I quote Hugh Dubberly, whose design studio compiled a free e-book that captures over one hundred of these process model diagrams from around the world:

Our processes determine the quality of our products. If we wish to improve our products, we must improve our processes; we must continually redesign not just our products but also the way we design. Thats why we study the design process. To know what we do and how we do it. To understand it and improve it. To become better designers. www.dubberly.com/articles/how-do-you-design.html

Clients, however, rarely take an interest in improving our skills. They want us to complete the project and provide them with what they need. I recommend that you share your work with your client through a clearly defined business process and shield them from the organic complexities of your creative process.

Before hiring you, your client needs to understand the following about your business process:

• Your studio has a record of delivering successful project work for your clients

• Your studio is happy to provide references, so clients can describe what its like to work with you

• Your studio has an established business process, described in your project plan, that supports the creation of great work

• Your studios business process is tailored for each clients specific needs, both in the work that needs to be generated and how your clients organization may consume and respond to work

• Your studios business process contains the appropriate amount of time necessary for discovery, design, quality assurance and production (whether via development in Objective C for iOS or setting up and running a letterpress)

Everything on this list should be expressed in your proposal and schedule. You then realize each one of them as the project is fulfilled. If you skip anything from this list, youre in trouble. And if you give more information, youre probably overcomplicating things for your team and your client.

WHATS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DESIGN METHODOLOGIES AND DESIGN PROCESSES?

The waterfall and agile methodologies (and many others I havent listed) may be appropriate for reaching an agreed-upon goal with your client. However, they shouldnt be words that you casually throw around in your proposals, as they have very specific meanings regarding how you may execute your work.

Read through the descriptions of the models below, and consider how you may adjust your business process based on the problems youre seeking to solve for your clients.
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The Waterfall Methodology

Waterfall

Otherwise known as Big Design Up Front, the waterfall methodology for a design project requires a team to comprehensively plan, design, produce or develop and then test everything in delineated phases. This process requires the client to approve the work for each phase before moving on to the next.

Most print design work is generated using the waterfall process: From the start, when the client approves concepts, to the final polished execution released to print. The waterfall methodology also makes sense for well-defined projects with a limited scope, such as websites with a handful of pages, a brochure or a logo.

One risk of the waterfall process is that, while its intended to increase quality and control risk before moving too deep into a design project, a team can waste months on design ideas that fall apart in code. For this reason, its becoming less common to see large-scale interactive or software projects created exclusively via the waterfall process. Exceptions might occur when very tight requirements are in place or in cases that have a high possibility of project failure without client approvals.
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The Agile Methodology

Agile

The agile development methodology works by letting teams learn by making. Designers and developers create working code for software during short sprints that can last from one to four weeks. A sprint begins with the team agreeing to design and develop specific features for a software product, such as designing for user stories. A user story is a description of an experience that a person can have with the product being developed. During the sprint, the team translates the user stories into working, bug-free design and code. At the end of the sprint, the team and the client assess what has been generated and decide what the team will pursue in the next sprint, be it a new feature or the refinement of an existing one. At the end of each sprint, you can demonstrate what youve created, because the code already works.

You could use the agile methodology (or one of its flavors, such as scrum) if you have an established foundational design for software work. This design may already be in place, or your team could set it at the very beginning of the project. In agilespeak, this foundational design should get hammered out during Sprint 0.

Agile methodology can also be handy if youre creating software to fulfill an established long-term goal and your client is comfortable without any major up-front development targets except for what comes out of each sprint. A strong working team thats comfortable with ambiguity is essential. Whoever leads the team through sprints should have formal training in the methodology.

The most important thing to remember about the agile methodology is that theres a chance that any work you develop along the way will be thrown out. Sure, youll better understand what needs to be made in future sprints, but the process can freak out both designers and clients if they arent prepared. If youre not willing to take the risk of throwing away your hard work for the greater good, you arent being agile! This methodology also requires working from a contract that allows for scope to fluctuate.

Iterative vs. Planned

Many design businesses are seeing the value of converging planning, design and development into a single activity focused on creating prototypes of potential design solutions. This is a process that depends on fast iteration, like the agile process. But unlike the agile process, teams that work in an iterative process may not agree to having shippable product as an output. And unlike how things progress in the waterfall process, the information architecture or planning may not be fully established before the team begins to create potential solutions in code or visual design.

If your design team and your client are looking for novel design ideas, or seeking to leverage new technologies in ways that havent been seen before, then a more iterative approach may be valuable. Generating a proof of concept prototype via an iterative approach can confirm for everyone involved that such ideas are feasible. These prototypes can prove through testing that they are functional and desirable before coding is complete. Some design studios will provide a single design solution up front, then iterate it substantially at increasing levels of fidelity. Contrast this to a traditional process of showing three to four concepts up front, where you have to spend extra time building a contingency plan for anything that becomes unworkable during implementation.

An iterative methodology may be a challenge if you need to move quickly from design ideas to shippable code, if your team is less experienced or if your client has little stomach for continuous learning and feedback.




Your methodology influences how you define scope in your contracts

Most designers craft proposals that outline a set number of deliverables. You complete the deliverables, the client approves them, you get paid. Deliverables can be easier to identify with a waterfall process and typically easier to sell, says Nathan Peretic, cofounder of Full Stop Interactive. For this reason, if you want a client to work with you in an agile or iterative fashion, you will need to include scope definition and management as part of your work process. This means, instead of defining deliverables, you will set stages in your work process where youll evaluate and calibrate how much is feasible in the amount of time you have in your contract. Work from a variable cost estimate instead of from a flat fee.
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Estimating

An estimate is a detailed list of deliverables with information as to how the studio will complete them. This information is then translated into hourly fees for each skill set required to complete the deliverables.

Estimates are not guesswork. Ive heard countless designers say, I havent done this kind of work before. I dont know what to charge. So I just made a guesstimate, and if I go over budget, Ill just eat the difference.

Sadly, differences are not edible.

You can estimate how much a design project will cost by walking through the following five activities:

1.   Project the number of hours the project will require

2.   Set a schedule that accommodates those hours

3.   Generate costs for resources, based on hourly rates

4.   Select a pricing model to match your current business context

5.   Translate your detailed estimate into a cost estimate for your client

Cost estimates are usually shown to the client in a summary form embedded in a project proposal. Detailed estimates are tools that are used within your design business and should not be shared with your client.

The more detail you use for an estimate, the better your chances of writing an accurate cost estimate and making a profit when the project is complete. This detail can be drawn from timesheets, estimates from past projects and other sources that help you determine how staff time has been utilized in the past.

Pull all of that information together, grab a cup of coffee, and close your office door. Its time to create a great estimate.

Before estimating, you should know your clients budget. Even if the prospect tells us they dont have a budget - oh, they have one. If theyre not willing to tell us what it is, well likely move on to the next opportunity, says Greg Hoy, president of Happy Cog Studios.




What activities does your design business fulfill?

Fiona Robertson Remley and I generated the following list of activities for a design business that specializes in interactive and video production. While it may seem that billing for all of these activities would require dozens of full-time staffers who have their own individual billing rates, this list could also apply to a design business with two staffers supported by third-party vendors and freelancers.

Running Your Business

Business Development

Account Management

Account Coordination

Project Management

Project Coordination

Administration

Logistics

Accounting

User Experience & Interface Design

User Research

Information Architecture

Interaction Design

Visual Design

Usability Testing

Content Creation & Management

Content Strategy

Content Writing

Copywriting

Copyediting

Proofreading

Social Media Management

Development

Technical Discovery

Technical Architecture

Back-End Development

Front-End Development

Bug Testing

Quality Assurance

Migration

Photo, Video, Film & Motion Graphics

Scripting

Storyboarding

Preproduction

Production

Styling

Videography

Video Editing

Sound Design

Motion Graphics

Computer Graphics & Animation

Mastering

Sweetening

Project Closure

Analytics

Archiving (Backup & Portfolio)

Follow-Up





1. PROJECT THE NUMBER OF HOURS

As I am able to read the thoughts of design professionals worldwide, I can provide a transcript for what goes through your mind while you estimate a design project:

I think this project is going to take me twenty hours. Last time, it took about three days, and we only billed them for fifteen hours. If I make it twenty this time, that will work out perfectly!

Time passes. One of your associates reviews the estimate and thinks it isnt cost-competitive. They want you to find places to cut your hours:

Hmm, maybe I can do the concepts in sixteen hours. Ive designed a ton of web pages, so this one should be a little bit easier than the last time.

Sorry to break it to you, but youre probably going to spend at least twenty-four hours working on the project you thought you could squeeze into sixteen. On top of that, youre also going to lose money.

Why does this happen time and again? Because designers dont have good habits when it comes to how they project the number of hours an estimate may require. I see it as a point of maturity when a designer is pragmatic in constructing estimates. Its a skill that requires mindfulness. Here are a few things to consider.

Know the activities required to fulfill the work

Designers bring a range of skills to bear on their work. Often we lump those skills under a single hourly rate, which we then use as the basis of a project estimate. But if youre trying to understand the relationship between fees, skills and hours, you should keep track of how these individual skills are utilized on a project-by-project basis.

Being aware of this level of detail will help you estimate how time will be utilized on future projects. It will also quickly tell you where you can hire support staff or bring in freelancers if your staff becomes overwhelmed. This contributes to more detailed estimates - which means they will be more accurate.

Refer to actual hours from similar completed projects

Once you know the activities youre usually fulfilling for your clients, you can refer back to how you billed hours from previous projects. If you dont explore how your team has utilized their allocated hours, project by project, then you will make estimating mistakes.

Fiona Robertson Remley says, Track your hours religiously. Keep data on what things cost, so each time you have to estimate, you have something to refer to. Ideally you should be able to review your final budget for similar projects, itemized by activities. There are software tools you can use to pull this information when necessary. (See Accounting.)

Create a high-level plan for your draft estimate

You need to plan the steps and milestones of the job, Fiona says. Lay out a map of how you are going to move through the project. For a solo designer or even a larger team, this can emerge from a quick whiteboard session that maps out the overall arc of the project. Be sure to include the core deliverables, a set number of client reviews and a list of the staffers necessary to complete those deliverables. At that point, you can start working on a list of assumptions, which you can include in the final proposal to protect your project from scope creep.

Share rough numbers with the appropriate staffers

The surest way to upset one of your staffers? Give them no control of the hours you provide for them in the design estimate. You should solicit their feedback on an estimate in its raw state. However, be aware that most creative people dont really know how to estimate their time. For this reason, you should take some precautions.

Provide the appropriate level of creative padding

Designers, when self-estimating, can be off by as much as 50 to 100 percent on a new task or activity. With the pace that technology moves, and your clients ever-evolving business needs, you can never assume that everything will go your way on every single project. For this reason, add a creative pad of at least 20 percent for the hours you think are required, by activity, on every estimate you generate. Consider setting up a spreadsheet formula that adds this buffer automatically. You can estimate hours like you normally do, and the spreadsheet will give you some instant insurance without any extra effort on your part.

Include hours required for managing vendors

If clients want to use their own vendors, or they arent willing to pay for markup on vendors that youre suggesting, you have to bill for the time necessary for managing their output. Otherwise youre just giving your time away, which equals more money out of your pocket.

Bill for thinking time, not just computer time

Make sure you allow a little time in your estimate for off-the-wall-thinking, Fiona says. Creating the time and space for dreaming in the midst of cranking out a big design deliverable can have a beneficial effect. And you should be paid for it!

Dont be afraid to ask colleagues for insight

Talk to a project manager or someone who has done this frequently to get their perspective, Fiona says. That person may provide you with a crucial piece of information you wouldnt have obtained any other way.

Adjust your hours based on project context

Be realistic about how much effort it may take to work with a new client. Andy Rutledge, principal and chief design strategist at Unit Interactive, says the following:

I expect that most design professionals tend to determine pricing and hours calculations based largely on the relatively ideal project. And surely this is a benchmark that we need to be familiar with. However, this sort of hours calculation should serve only as the basis of our determinations - to be modified based on the contextual issues specific to each individual project.

Keep your eyes peeled for levels of hierarchy and bureaucracy in your client organization, slavish devotion by your direct client to preexisting design ideas, poorly considered requirements and so forth. These should be factored into your estimate. For more on this subject, read Andys article on calculating hours at www.andyrutledge.com/calculating-hours.php.

2. SET A SCHEDULE

After youve determined the number of hours required to fulfill a project, you will need to determine when and how those hours will be used. This requires the creation of a work-back schedule. (For more information on generating detailed schedules, see Schedules.)

For the purposes of generating an estimate, you may not need a fully detailed work-back schedule until a project has been secured.

3. GENERATE COSTS FOR RESOURCES

Now that youve determined the amount of time a project will require for you and your team, and how those hours are translated into a work-back schedule, youre ready to establish how much to charge your client for that time.

The first and most important step is to multiply your time estimates by the cost per activity. In the illustration here, you can see how a studio can use a simple spreadsheet - or the appropriate software - to generate these costs on a week-by-week basis. Your hourly rates should be based on your studio overhead, desired profit margin and other considerations.

Once youve summed your hours multiplied by your hourly costs, youll need to consider if the total cost youve calculated will be cost competitive in your market. Design businesses struggle at this point in the estimating process for a number of reasons.
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Estimate Template. When estimating, it helps to estimate hours used by project phase, by task. Note: All rates and estimated hours are hypothetical and for purposes of presentation only; they do not reflect market rates. Download an Excel version here: www.SBDBook.com

The value of your services may be relative

In most estimating situations, you are providing a competitive bid. And at times like this, the clients have the advantage. They gather their estimates, they know what each designer costs and they can adjust their negotiation tactics accordingly to get the best deal. However, clients only know your relative value. As a result, you may need to adjust your estimate to appropriately position yourself and your work.

You dont need to be the lowest bid. You need to be the bid that offers the client the most perceived value for her money. Heres how to determine what you should charge, comparative to your competition.

Ask what kind of competition youre up against

Ask the client what other types of companies are bidding - or, better yet, ask for names. Internet research and discussions with colleagues and associates in the community can also indicate the size and shape of those studios.

Determine how your competitions size may impact their estimates

Distinct differences fall between pricing as a large agency or a small agency or bringing in freelance talent.

You should provide an estimate that is true to the scale of your business, supports the style of service that you hope to provide and is adjusted upwards or downwards based on the latitude for earning more profit.

Pick up the phone and gauge the market value of your services

How do you know if your estimate is on target or way off base? Ask people in the industry who arent your direct competitors. Its fair to ask associates in your market to gauge whether your estimate is in the ballpark - but only if you know its unlikely they are bidding on the same project.

Be aware of the location factor

Location can influence your studios perceived value in the eyes of a client. If you work in Pittsburgh and the client is in San Francisco, you may be bidding against San Francisco-based companies whose rates can be sometimes double your own, says Nathan Peretic, cofounder of Full Stop Interactive. The supply and demand for your services will help determine your prices.

If you dont win the business, ask for feedback

If you dont win a project, ask the client for feedback regarding why he didnt select you as a design partner. Dont be too pushy in this conversation. Whats most important is to learn the rough cost the client will be paying for the project and the size of the competitor. This information can help you reverse engineer the hours required by a competitor to fulfill the project, as well as determine who did the work when it hits the market.

You didnt mark up pass-through services

If youre billing to a client any service or tangible product from a vendor, you must mark it up. Otherwise you will not earn any interest on the credit youre extending.

However, there are situations where you will find it hard to mark up pass-through services. If youre a single-person agency, its hard to pad an outsourced positions rate, as it can inflate your estimate beyond its market value. Large agencies get around this problem by billing hundreds of dollars an hour, and then hiring freelancers at $65 to $80 an hour. They can bill those rates at a double or even triple markup. But if youre a solo designer, this may not be possible. The appropriate thing for you to say to clients is: We dont pad our outsourced talent. We pass on their rates directly to you. (Note: If you start hiring staff and increasing your billing rates, this policy will have to change.)

Depending on the time you have to generate an estimate, you may not be able to include accurate hard costs for pass-through services such as printing, stock photography or photo shoots, color proofs, models and acting talent. Such services should be listed in your contract as outside the scope of the project and provided at an additional cost.




For cost estimates, size does matter
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Large agencies carry high overheads and require higher project fees, which are derived from a tiered pricing structure. When working with large agencies, clients receive big brains that contribute strategically, established working processes, a deep knowledge base, a consistent product and lower-level staff executing the balance of the work product. The junior staff will be billing lower rates than the senior staff or owners, but in general the blended rates for that studio will be higher than the market average.
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Small agencies often have studio principals doing the design work. This may reduce the bureaucracy and tiered pricing that is often found at large agencies. Clients of small agencies often want the studio principals to contribute in some part in every level of work. They also expect more nimble responses to their concerns and a focused skill set.
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Freelance designers can choose to position themselves as a compelling alternative to working with an agency - though they can struggle to fulfill large projects comparative to other agency types. When working with a freelancer, clients receive undivided attention, specialization of skills, a dedicated resource and more intimacy in the business relationship.

In an estimate, a freelancer or smaller agency should highlight what about their services may be more intimate or appropriate. She should also potentially revise upwards her estimate, based on the competition. Revising estimates downwards to try and make a larger agency cost competitive with freelancers is not a good idea.





You didnt cover contingencies with a project markup

A contingency fee is between 10 and 20 percent of the total estimate you provide to a client. This markup is to cover possible increases in scope, shifts in schedule and negotiation over price. Project markups are shared with the client as a line item before the total estimated cost. They can be used as a not to exceed variance on the provided cost estimate.

Remember: You arent just selling design services to your clients. Youre creating intellectual property that can have great value beyond the time it takes you to make it.

You didnt consider the long-term value of your work

Hourly estimates can be blind to the long-term value of what designers create for our clients. For example, Carolyn Davidson, a graphic design student, created the Nike swoosh in 1971 for $35. Carolyn couldnt have predicted the success of the Nike brand - but thankfully, her contribution was later recognized by the company with a significant award of company stock.

Its a designers responsibility in the early proposal discussions with a client to gauge that clients business direction and estimate the long-term value of our efforts. We can then use that knowledge to adjust our estimate in the appropriate direction - usually upwards.

I spoke with Wendy Quesinberry, a principal at Quesinberry and Associates in Seattle, about her process for generating estimates to accommodate long-term asset value. This is what she said:

There are a number of projects that fall into a predictable pattern and can only be determined by a history of careful tracking of hours. Each day, everyone in our office completes their timesheet. Because every project is different and seems to introduce a new chaos factor, we are constantly refining the budget range for these types of projects. If its a new client, we lean towards the high end to allow for bumps incurred building the new relationship. If its a long-term client, we can determine patterns and whether most of their projects are quick and smooth, or not.

Some items, such as a logo, I cant estimate because Ive done a logo in one hour, and then Ive done some that take one hundred hours. I charge based on the value a logo is to their business - its long-term branding.

But, take something like a white paper. From concept design through delivery, a job like that will take us twenty-five to thirty-five hours. A large company wont blink an eye at a $5,000 budget, but smaller companies cant afford it. So if its for a good client who sends a lot of business to us, I consider the value that white paper will be for their business and estimate accordingly. If its a one-time client, or a client with perpetually small budgets, I refer them to a designer who can work within smaller budgets.

4. SELECT A PRICING MODEL

Once you understand how much time your studio requires for a project, how that time fits into a project schedule and the amount of money it will cost a client, youre ready to determine a pricing model for your estimate. The model you choose will dictate how your cost estimate will appear in the proposal you provide your client.

Some designers focus heavily on their pricing model as the differentiator in how they pitch and land new clients. But as you can see from this estimating process, the pricing model is the last thing you should determine when generating an estimate for a design project.

The most common pricing models include charging by the hour, asking for a fixed fee, establishing a retainer agreement or some hybrid of the three. On the following pages, Ive outlined the pros and cons of the three most common pricing models.
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Fixed fee

Fixed-fee pricing is an agreed-upon price for a set number of deliverables in a proposal. The price is determined by an hour-based estimate with expenses, plus any marked-up costs for pass-through services. With a fixed-fee estimate, the client will not see how many hours you will be spending on discrete activities in your proposal.

Fixed fee: Pros

• Allows value-based pricing and increased perceived value in the mind of your client

• Allows for an increase in budget from previously delivered projects of a similar type

• Allows overhead costs to be built into the budget, including time spent estimating and planning the proposal

• Potential for larger profit margin

• Allows greater flexibility in pricing

• Requires no budget reporting to client

Fixed fee: Cons

• Easy to lose money on a project if it spins out of control

• Requires rigorous adherence to deliverables - no room for freebies

• Invites lax internal reporting on the part of staff

• Requires deep estimating experience to eyeball a price accurately

• Client delays will force negotiating a change order

Fixed fee: When to use

• When competing with other agencies, as this is the standard model for larger projects

• When your project requires more than one skill set or resource: designer, writer, coder, etc.

• When you have more than one deliverable

• On any project that requires you paying for vendor-provided services or physical materials; it allows for agency markup on those hard costs

• To educate clients on the value of your agency and your services

• To help grow a client into a retainer-based relationship
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Hourly contract

An hourly contract consists of a billable hourly rate multiplied by the amount of hours required to finish the project. The client is informed via the proposal of the hours allocated for you and your staff, as well as your billing rate.

Hourly contract: Pros

• Allows for accurate estimating, as you bill for the actual time worked

• Easy to formulate estimates

• Clients understand the model quickly

• Simpler to initiate change-order conversations when hours are exhausted

• Allows client to add hours to fulfill additional tasks

• Good for multiple projects on similar timeline

• Tracking and reporting stems directly from keeping accurate time sheets

Hourly contract: Cons

• Requires experience when estimating hours associated with new types of deliverables

• Can train clients to see you as a hired hand instead of as a long-term partner

• Invites bargaining over the number of hours required per project (and your hourly rate!)

• Can lock you into a poorly considered rate

• May require on-site work

• Can be cut off more easily midcontract

Hourly contract: When to use

• You are being invited to collaborate with multiple clients on multiple projects

• You are an extension of the agencys or clients in-house team

• Your client cant or wont define deliverables

• The project is open-ended with no deadline

• Youre testing the water for a full-time position
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Retainer agreement

A retainer agreement is an agreed-upon weekly or monthly bucket of billable hours associated with ongoing needs you fulfill for your client. You both agree to your hourly rates as part of a long-term contractual agreement.

Retainer agreement: Pros

• The retainer can be structured different ways depending on client need

• Guaranteed income: Youre paid regardless of whether you complete the hours agreed

• Relationship based on trust

• Shows high value to client

• Can connote an agency-of-record status, meaning that you will be the only company helping your client with a specific set of tasks

• Encourages deep knowledge of clients industry and needs

• Can support hiring the appropriate talent required for the project

• Often associated with large dollar amounts

Retainer agreement: Cons

• Requires complex and mathematically accurate budget reporting

• The client owns your time - all that you agree to provide

• Can create boundary issues regarding when you work and how hard you work

• Can cause inflated expectations for work quality

• Often involves noncompete contracts, limiting you from other opportunities in the same field or market

• Requires expertise in negotiating retainer contracts and master service agreements (MSAs) to hold both parties accountable

• Can impact your companys health if it goes away; downsizing will likely be necessary if revenue is not replaced

Retainer agreement: When to use

• When you have established a position of trust with your client

• To become an effective extension of the companys business or marketing plan

• To act as a day-to-day consultant affecting company business

• To attain agency-of-record status

• For consistent, sizeable billings

• As a tool to build your agency

• When your client can guarantee long-term work for you but isnt sure of short-term deliverables (e.g., $500K of business over eighteen months, divided and paid monthly)

5. TRANSLATE YOUR ESTIMATE FOR THE CLIENT

After all of that, you can finally put an effective and accurate cost estimate into your proposal for your client. Congratulations! Step out of your office for a break and grab a refill on that coffee.
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Budgets

A budget consists of the agreed-upon fees for each deliverable provided to your client over the life of a project. It is your financial bible for how time and materials will be consumed by your team, and its derived from your project estimate. Youll want to start constructing your budget before kicking off any project - even internal ones!

Some designers feel that budgets are the bane of their existence - the creative process takes as long as it takes, right? - but without a well-constructed budget in place, it can be very hard to complete a project profitably. Its just like keeping a budget for your personal or household expenses: If you overdraft your bank account, you are going to have to bear the additional cost somehow. And if your checks keep bouncing, the bank is going to close your account.

HOW CAN I CREATE A BUDGET FOR MY PROJECT?

Break down the allotted hours to certain milestones in the schedule, like this:

• First client presentation

• Second client presentation

• Client signs off on design

• Completed website build

• And so forth

It can help if you group these milestones into categories, such as discovery, design and development.

After you construct your budget, make sure each team member agrees to her allotted hours for each deliverable before, or at, your internal kickoff. Assign a percentage complete for the budget at the key points youve chosen to track. These percentages will differ per team member. If a team member feels there arent enough hours allotted to accommodate a particular need, you can review the overall budget to see if hours can be shifted to accommodate her request.

Have team members fill out daily time sheets and track their progress against the budget. By monitoring how their hours are used on your project on a regular basis, you can forecast any risk of going over budget and adjust your efforts accordingly.

[image: ]

WHAT IF IT LOOKS LIKE WERE GOING TO GO OVER BUDGET?

Whats easy? Creating your budget, then tracking how project hours are used. Whats hard? Keeping your staff to the budget and changing course if a project starts to get ugly. But dont fear: Heres what to do.

Call the team together and discuss options

Can anyone shift some of her hours to another team member, without reducing the quality or quantity of work required?

Consider what can be substituted in the final design

You cant change the scope of the project just because you havent run your budget effectively. But you may be able to reduce your efforts to meet that scope, especially if youre overdelivering on what youd promised in the proposal.

Look at the reasons for the budget slippage

Based on what youve delivered to your client to date, is there justification for a change order? If so, begin to consider how to discuss this with your client. (See Change Orders.)

See if later deliverables can be fulfilled with fewer hours than you had allocated

Sometimes your designers will be working hardest on the first deliverables for a client project - i.e., establishing brand look and feel, initial concept development and information architecture - so fewer hours may be required later in the project. (Sadly, this only works on projects with multiple deliverables.)

MY PROJECT WENT OVER BUDGET. NOW WHAT?

Follow the simple three-step process below, and youll be more likely to close out your project without completely risking your profit margin.

1. Create a shadow budget

Write an estimate for the hours needed to complete the project. This is a new budget used solely for the time necessary to close out the rest of the deliverables under your current contract. Do this on your own, based on your knowledge of your team and their capabilities.

2. Negotiate the new hours with your team

You had twenty hours to complete that web page template. Youve used twenty-four. Can you hit thirty for the rest of this phase of the project, then stick to the rest of your estimated time?

This isnt just about the time required to finish the work. This is about whats necessary to make sure your company doesnt lose money. The only exception is whether your original estimate was inaccurate. In that situation, try to negotiate a position where everyone wins a little - whether that means staying slightly profitable or breaking even and folding what youve learned from your estimating mistake into future project estimates.

3. Run the project to the shadow budget

In managing the shadow budget and keeping your entire team aware of it, ensure that everyone is hitting their new hours. If they arent staying on target, they should alert you immediately. Tensions are already high when youre losing money; dont let a team members fear of reprisal make it worse. At times like this, honesty is the best policy, and people need to speak up if theyre still overwhelmed.

A project that goes 10 percent over budget can still make a profit. The same does not apply for a project that has gone 50 percent over budget. So be aware of exactly how much give a project has when creating your shadow budget, and make sure youre not waiting until its too late to react.

Remember: Shadow budgets can help you know when to ask for a change order. Be sure that all time is accurately captured via time sheet. Proper documentation is critical if you need to bill the client for work above and beyond what has been scoped. (See Change Orders.)

Other than poorly scoping a project, the main reasons that design studios remain unprofitable are improper budgeting and tracking of your teams time.

HOW CAN I GET BETTER AT ESTIMATING PROJECTS?

When your project is complete, generate a budget report and review it with a team leader. Summarize your conversation while the project is still fresh in your mind and post it with the budget. This information will be essential if the agency does a similar project or does more work for the same client. You also need this post-project budget report to prepare for a postmortem conversation. (See Postmortems.)

Clear budget reporting is proper business. Without referring to actual financials on a weekly basis, your business is flying blind. Such practices can drive creative companies right into the ground.
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Schedules

Schedules help designers explain what will happen over the life of a project and when it will happen, including everything from project deliverables to required client feedback to launch dates. Missing delivery dates will damage your client relationship.

In order to create a schedule, a designer takes the final deadline for a project and works backward, outlining the steps required to achieve each deliverable. This is known as a work-back schedule.

Working backwards from the final deadline allows you to determine the following:

• Is every deliverable accounted for?

• Does everyone have enough time to complete the deliverables?

• Are extra resources required to complete the deliverables?

• Can we make a profit if this schedule is followed?

In most cases, the designer creates a test work-back schedule as part of any proposal, discusses it with her project team and any vendors, then generates a detailed work-back schedule for client approval after a proposal/contract has been signed.

You should provide schedules to your clients in a friendly and familiar way. You can outline areas in a monthly calendar view or generate a prioritized list. Many project management systems can automate this process.

HOW TO CREATE A WORK-BACK SCHEDULE

1. Outline a calendar with all client-requested dates for delivery

Due dates are drawn from your first conversations with the client. Be sure to ask if his suggested due dates are fixed or flexible, because you may discover in the estimating process that you cant meet them. If he doesnt have any dates in mind, be careful not to float theoretical dates without doing some research into their feasibility.

2. Add every step required and assign dates

Clearly identify when critical deliverables will be provided for client review, as well as when feedback will be due from them. By including due dates for feedback on your shared schedule, you will reinforce how the client is contractually obligated to meet his deadlines, just as you are in providing the deliverables. Going to this level of detail will also help you determine if there are other crucial client interactions you might have missed, such as stakeholder interviews or weekly status calls. Place them all on the schedule so everyone understands how interactions impact deliverables.

3. Assign internal meetings and reviews to reach each deliverable

Your milestones should have enough space between them to accommodate the internal meetings required to support the project. If you dont have the appropriate space, consider moving out those delivery dates - as long as profitability isnt sacrificed. Do not remove steps from your internal business process in order to squeeze them into the schedule. As a precaution, assume that at least two things will go wrong over the life of the project.

4. Review the schedule with your team and adjust

Run your schedule by your peers or internal stakeholders. When determining the appropriate amount of time for the project, youll need to make space for overlapping projects, holidays and other important events. If someone is getting married or having surgery, youll need to work that into the schedule.

If your team thinks the schedule doesnt seem feasible, see what is absolutely necessary to meet your client obligations. Can any deliverables be shifted or changed? Look for ways to begin earlier, combine meetings or anything else that the team can do to make the schedule easier for them. If all else fails, ask for additional monies or a change order to accomplish the schedule.

Do not use the weekends as part of the schedule unless your team agreed to the idea, and you have budgeted for it appropriately! At the tail end of a very tight schedule, nights and weekends may occur, but this should not be written into the schedule. Overtime is reserved for unusual or unavoidable circumstances only, not everyday business.

5. Mark all client interactions

Design your schedule in a way that allows you to quickly focus your clients attention on the dates and times crucial responsibilities fall. It helps to use a different color or font weight.




Worried about missing a deadline?

Deadlines are the heartbeat of design business work flow. Managing deadlines is a learned skill, and if conducted well over the life of a client project, can contribute value to your overall client relationship and increase the perceived value of your services.

What if Im going to miss a scheduled deadline?

Deadlines can be moved, but they cant be missed. Ever! Be sure to inform the client ahead of time, so arrangements can be made to update the schedule. Remember: An approved schedule outlines your contractual obligations to your client. From a business perspective, its better to renegotiate a schedule in advance than to beg for forgiveness after missing a deadline.

Is it a real deadline or an internal deadline?

Understand the rationale behind each deliverable deadline and the repercussions for not meeting that deadline. Gauge which are real deadlines, using some form of competitive advantage that can be quantified, and which are internal deadlines, which map to defined goals, implicit rewards, boss satisfaction and so forth. A product launch announcement at a major trade show may have different ramifications for your team than just sharing project progress at an internal staff meeting.

What if the client misses their deadline on our schedule?

Warn the client of any repercussions regarding a slipped schedule. Consider a day-to-day schedule slip for any missed deadline on their end. Some missed dates may also require a change order.

What should I put in my contract to protect deadlines?

If a provided contract to a client has a set start date, and the client signs the contract after the agreed-upon start date, you must have in your document a clause that allows you to shift the project end date or to adjust the project deliverables (via a zero-sum change order) to protect the project timeline. Dont put your project quality at risk.

What if my client goes dark for an extended period of time?

Inform him that you will be pencils down if you dont hear from him by a certain date. All deadlines will then move out, and the client should be assessed a fee (per your contract) to restart work.





6. Confirm delivery dates with external vendors

Before your client sees the draft schedule, run it by vendors or partners to make sure that any bids or services they have agreed to provide can be delivered within the timetable. Make sure your vendors agree in writing to your proposed schedule. If you skip this step, you can be liable for additional costs or changes to delivery dates.

7. Send a client-facing version to your client for review

Information regarding your internal meetings and reviews are not for the clients eyes. Scrub internal information from your schedule, including your copywriters surgery from Step 4, and then send this client-facing version to your client with a deadline for suggested changes. Ask her to confirm stakeholder availability for review dates.

8. Incorporate client changes into schedule

The client will provide you with suggested changes. Run those changes by the appropriate people to confirm their feasibility. If necessary, talk with your client about other options. At this point, the schedule isnt fixed. There may be room to maneuver.

9. Get client sign-off on schedule

Once you have the schedule finalized, send it to your client and ask them to approve it in writing. Once you have sign-off on your schedule, you and your client are obligated to fulfill the schedule to the best of your ability - and your team should get to work!




Schedules should account for backlog

Backlog is the amount of time that a studio is booked, running at full capacity. On average, a design business should always have a two to four week backlog. More than four weeks, and the studio may end up turning away opportunities from clients who want to start work immediately. Fewer than two weeks, and the studio may risk losing money due to inconsistent income.





Risk

On projects with hairpin-turn deadlines, high levels of technical complexity and large multidisciplinary teams that function across departments within a large organization  well  things can get tricky. Designers have to deal with risk sooner or later. This risk is often distilled into a series of assumptions or contingencies that serve as part of a proposal. They look something like this:

• Our firm will receive collated feedback from client within twenty-four hours of each provided deliverable

• Our firm will require access to the hosting environment at the start of the project

• Our firm will hold to the specified feature set provided in this estimate; any changes in the agreed-upon scope will have an impact upon timeline, budget or both

While these lists are great for defining client/designer boundaries, they dont do a good job of describing what happens when someone violates those boundaries. We rarely dive into the nitty-gritty details of how things can go wrong until weve signed the contract and started work, but you should take the time during a project kickoff to create a risk assessment.

For small-scale projects, creating a risk assessment doesnt have to be a formal affair. On much larger projects, however, plan at least one client meeting during which you can discuss the risks youll face over the life of the work and how you can keep your project on the rails. When you show up for this meeting, you will need a risk-assessment document.

A risk-assessment document can be set up as a three-column chart designed to answer the following question:

If [something bad] happens, were going to do [agreed-upon action].
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In the first column, list all the possible things that can and sometimes do go wrong. For example:

• Missed milestones (both client and designer)

• Late payments from client, based on negotiated fee structure

• Additional feature requests, or removing existing features to replace with another feature at the eleventh hour (i.e., horse trading)

• Providing content too late in the process

• Receiving late or surprise stakeholder feedback on deliverables that have already been approved

• Approval chains that suddenly change or were unclear

• Failure of third-party vendors to respond in a timely fashion (server and/or IT vendors)

• Failure to deliver promised resources or information required to fulfill key deliverables such as research or metrics

In the second column, describe what you and the client will do as a team to surmount those problems. You cant always be specific, but you can posit some potential solutions.

The third column in your chart works with the established schedule. This is the place where you provide a list of the specific deliverables that will be most significantly affected by the hiccup in the initial event. Clients dont always realize the impact of small slips in the schedule, and this column can help them see it in black-and-white. From the clients perspective, though, a risk-assessment chart also keeps your team honest.

Keep in mind that this document is a draft until the client provides her input and agrees to it (in writing). But you are in a much better position with her if you have thought through the best course of action before you get together to review it. Describe all of the possible things that can go wrong from a neutral perspective, which means that youll detail risks from all sides, including your own team, third-party vendors and the client. This inclusive approach shows the client that youre acting in the best interest of the work, not trying to pave the way for pointing fingers.

Every project comes with risk. With this process, you can clarify those risks in advance and mitigate them throughout the project. Risk-assessment documents seem simple, but they have complex ramifications in implementation. The more risk assessments that you conduct, the easier it will be to pull one together for a similar project. You will keep improving your body of knowledge from project to project, based on any new problems or errors that slip through.
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An Example of a Risk-Assessment Chart
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Stakeholders

When starting a design engagement with a new client organization, its important to determine the people within that company - or outside it - who have the authority to influence your project. If you have more than one direct client who has approving authority, you should consider drawing up a quick RACI matrix to determine your stakeholders for the project.

RACI stands for the following:

•   Responsible: These stakeholders must negotiate with the rest of the people on this list to provide you with actionable feedback for specific project deliverables. Your day-to-day contact is often the person who is deemed responsible for all deliverables - but this is not always the case.

•   Approver: The stakeholder within your clients organization who has the final say on a specific deliverable. Sometimes this is the manager or the director-level manager of your everyday client contact. Sometimes its the CEO of the company.

•   Consulted: Stakeholders who are shown your work and can offer a point of view to the people listed above. However, stakeholders who are consulted do not provide the final say on the project direction or the deliverable in question.

•   Informed: Stakeholders who are shown your work but are not asked for a point of view. They generally care only that you finish the project or fulfill a stated milestone.

A RACI matrix is a simple matrix. It includes the project deliverables down the left-hand column, and all of the people involved with the project across the top row, whether they are on your design team or on the client side. The matrix is then filled with the appropriate code (R/A/C/I) based on that persons required level of involvement for each deliverable.

Roles can shift from deliverable to deliverable based on each stakeholders domain of expertise. This is especially true when working on a large-scale website redesign or a web application that touches on multiple departments within a client organization.

COMMON ISSUES THAT A RACI MATRIX CAN PREVENT

By creating a RACI matrix, you can better plan how you involve your clients throughout the life of a project. It can also help you identify the following common pitfalls when starting work on a project.

Assigning multiple approvers to a project

Large client organizations will often identify multiple designated approvers. This forces you to design to a committee, which is something you should avoid at all costs. At the start of the project, whittle that team of approvers down to one key person who holds the final say over the project. Designate the other people as contributors.

Placing approvers last in the decision chain

Ever had to present to group after group of contributors, never reaching the stakeholder who holds sway over whether your project lives or dies? Accountable stakeholders are often brought into a project so far down the path that the design in question is a shadow of the idea youd originally presented. Be mindful of what deliverables require the highest levels of approval.

Being unaware of an approver

Clients who claim responsibility over a deliverable might also say that they are the final approver for that deliverable - but its not always the case. An investor, boss or co-worker might hold more sway over the approval of specific deliverables. Use your matrix: Responsible parties and approval parties should be clearly marked.

Being buried by contributors

Everyone helping out with the high-profile project wants to add value to your design work. However, no one is sifting through those ideas and filtering them to ensure the final deliverable is focused and coherent. This is not wholly the designers burden to bear - your client must also play an active role in sifting through input from her organization.

HOW TO GATHER THE INFORMATION NECESSARY TO CREATE A RACI MATRIX

Great project managers, as well as savvy designers, need to clearly state which stakeholders should provide approval and/or input with every design deliverable. If you have documented, in writing, the key approver for each deliverable, as well as the person within the client organization whos responsible for garnering that approval, you wont have to worry about simple miscommunications turning into major mishaps.

When starting a new project, tell your client that in order to expedite project execution, youd like to establish who will be the key approver and other contributors. Then make sure those stakeholders provide their input and sign off on those key deliverables as part of the project process.

This approach can be a bit daunting when youre dealing with a very large client organization or complex office politics. In those cases, project managers and designers use some of the following tactics to glean the necessary information.

Ask your client for an organizational chart

Take a look through the organizational chart and determine key managers, both laterally and higher up on the food chain. When you have conversations about project planning, try to determine whether those managers may be approvers, contributors or informed participants.

If they wont give you an org chart, look up the relevant information on the internet

Director-level positions are often a Google search away. Their names may never come up over the course of fulfilling your project work, but if they do, youll have an inkling of what sway they hold over your project outcome, and you can dig deeper into their possible role as a shadow stakeholder. Extra research to determine whos really involved can also help soften the blow from the sudden arrival of the surprise stakeholder, who shows up after they return from their vacation in Tahiti to derail your project.

Determine an emergency contact, if your client becomes indisposed

Your client may refer you to someone you havent met before but might be involved in the process at a later point.

Be aware of all people cced on emails and invited to meetings, especially before the work begins

We often meet a whole swarm of people when courting a prospective client, but then end up fulfilling the work with a smaller team. However, dont assume that a stakeholder you met early on wont show up later. If a new name shows up on an email from your client contact, find out who that person is and adjust your RACI matrix to accommodate their influence.

Note whos signing the contract and the checks

If your contract was signed by the CEO, then she may also be the final approver on your work. And while those in accounting are always informed participants in your project - they need to know when youre done so they can pay you - they likely have zero input into your work.

WHAT DOES A RACI MATRIX LOOK LIKE?
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Example of a RACI matrix.

A RACI MATRIX IS AN INVESTMENT IN LONG-TERM CLIENT RELATIONS

After youve built your RACI matrix, stick to it. Require the appropriate stakeholders to be present for your in-person presentations. Set up a formal approval process so you get the right input from the right stakeholders at the right time.

Making a RACI matrix may seem like a lot of effort to expend before you begin a new project. However, this tool will help you manage the implicit politics of any large client organization. If you end up retaining the client for multiple projects, the matrix can be worth its weight in gold.

Change Orders

A change order is when you ask for the client to pay you more money to fulfill a project in progress. This is due to any (or all of) the following situations:

•   Increase in scope: The client asked for more changes, features or deliverables

•   Change in schedule: The client has asked for deliverables within a shorter period of time

•   Schedule slippage: The client has missed deadlines, so work has slipped and the schedule has grown longer

•   Work has to be redone: The client has added key stakeholders, or the client has changed her mind regarding something already agreed upon: I know I said I wanted the silver concept, but now we think it needs to be the one with the bananas 

Many designers are afraid to mention that a change in project scope will cost the client more money. But painting a clear picture of what deliverables and edits are included as part of your overall project is fundamental when running any service-oriented business. You need to aggressively interpret and manage client changes that veer outside that scope - especially when they have a far-reaching impact on your time and budget. You both have a responsibility to negotiate the appropriate outcome to make both parties satisfied with the results of your design efforts. If you spend all of your time working to please the client, youll deliver exceptional client service, but if you arent careful, youll end up doing it for free.

HOW DO I TELL A CLIENT ABOUT THE POSSIBILITY OF A CHANGE ORDER?

In response to a client request that impacts project scope, say: Well be more than happy to make the changes that youve noted to this most recent round of [name of deliverable]. However, to accommodate your request, there will be an impact on the project schedule and overall scope, which may result in a change order. Well get back to you within [X number of hours] with an idea of how these changes may affect the project.

Defer negotiating extra costs or schedule impacts until you have time to assess the situation without the client present. If you do need to negotiate a change order, you can soften the financial hit by saying youll work with them to try to prevent further change orders. Some clients request that agencies forgo change orders. Dont do it; its just too risky. Avoid No Change Order policies at all costs. (No pun intended.)

HOW DO I CREATE AND NEGOTIATE A CHANGE ORDER?

Change orders are not punitive. They are not meant to punish the client for changing his mind or altering the project. They are designed to protect your agency and your margin. Dont feel bad about initiating the process of requiring a change order for one of your projects. To quote Fiona Robertson Remley: Change orders are part of the agencys negotiation tools. They are not positive or negative. They just are.

Write a change order the same way you wrote your estimate. Base it on your set hourly rates and consider the time required to fulfill the changes. Change orders are subject to the same agency markup but should be tightly managed and not too heavily padded.

Propose the change order to your client with full details on the new deliverables, their impact on the project and a new timeline. Be sure to negotiate the change order before the new work is done. Doing the work before the change order robs you of negotiation power and makes you look disorganized. It also devalues your time and effort.

Lastly, have the client sign the change order - consider it a mini contract that is appended to your original contract with the client.




You cant easily negotiate a change order when:

• You write a proposal in a manner that doesnt clearly describe the amount of time, discrete deliverables or quantity of changes necessary to complete a project in an effective manner

• You have gone over budget for no client-based reason, i.e., We didnt know how to do this properly when we started is not a good reason

• You switch a resource for a more expensive one

• You have spent the budget and have nothing left

• Youre attempting to make up for money lost on another project

• You just dont like working with the client sorry!





Time Sheets

Time sheets are an important tool used to track project budgets. Team members need to fill out their time sheets daily and send them to the global team tracking system at the end of each week. They need to be as close to accurate as possible. Waiting until the end of the week to enter time can add up to 20 percent discrepancy.

Whoever oversees your projects should apply the reported hours against the hours allotted per team member in the budget. Variance of more than 20 percent from budget (more or less time spent) should be discussed with the team member as soon as possible.

Do you really need to keep time sheets? The answer is always yes - even if you work for yourself. If time is money, then time sheets are the receipt for the client money youre burning through on a project. If you dont track your time, youll never know if you are improperly estimating your design work. And in a worst-case scenario, when your client disputes whether you put the appropriate time and effort into a project, you will be able to provide documentation that supports your story.

Tracking time helps you better utilize your employees

An employee who is not fully utilized can have a big impact on your bottom line, and the best way to identify an underutilized worker is to analyze the time sheets. Some people refer to these workers as marginal employees. Under the wrong conditions, you could be paying a marginal employee to sit at his desk and watch YouTube videos.

In a small shop, the marginal employee can make a dramatic difference in the types of projects brought in and workload in general, says Nathan Peretic, cofounder of Full Stop Interactive in Pittsburgh. These employees can spend their extra time training, helping land new projects or plugging away on an internal project. Their downtime can be turned into an investment opportunity for your agency. But youll never know if theyre available if you cant track their time.
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Proofreading

No one likes a typo. Even after youve finished the fourteenth round of revisions on the 128-page magazine and youre trying to send the files to the printer, its inevitable that a typesetting error or grammatical mistake will still be lurking somewhere in the document. The same issues apply when completing content for a website and porting it into a CMS; gremlins always seem to hide in the corners of our code.

Proofreading and layout mistakes happen, but we can catch them!

Various grades of proofing can be applied to a document, so its important that you know what you need. If youre conducting a light proof, you read through the material in search of any grammatical errors, typos and glaring inconsistencies. If youre working through multiple rounds of edits, highlight areas where the changes were made in a document and only reproof those areas after the edits had been made. On a full proofreading and fact-checking pass, youll need to hunker down with the material and get uncomfortably close to it.

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I NEED TO PROOFREAD MY OWN DESIGN WORK?

If youre going to proof your design work yourself, use the following process, which I gleaned from an early career stint as an editor and proofer. This work can be time-consuming, but its imperative to the quality of what you produce. Build the necessary time into your client estimates and charge for this activity.

1. Go line by line through the text, proofing for typos and inconsistencies

Its best to proof the text before you typeset it, thereby minimizing the risk of errors that make it into the layout. Review each line, one after the other, in order, without distraction. Use a physical aid, such as an index card or sheet of paper, to block out all of the text except for a single line. By using this method, your brain cant default to its typical human reading behavior - where you read words by their shapes, instead of inspecting what letters on the page compose those shapes. This method of reading will also make you pay closer attention to typesetting issues such as widows, orphans and ladders.

Killing a tree with printouts is the least painful method to proof, especially from your eyes perspective. Even if youre working on a one thousand–page website, you should consider this step. There are ways to manage how the content is printed out - duplex, lighter ink, recycled paper - to maximize the output and reduce the impact on the environment and on your physical printing supplies. This work can be carried out on screen, but you should double or triple-space the text in a story editor or text preview. If youre stuck proofing on screen, make sure you take a break every so often to rest your eyes.

Depending on the length of the piece and the type of information it contains, you may need to proof it in multiple passes.

When the last line of a paragraph only has one word or part of a hyphenated word, we call it a widow. An orphan is the last line of a paragraph thats broken onto a new page, causing a single word to float orphaned in the air. A ladder is when three or more hyphens appear in sequence on the right edge of a paragraph.

2. After youve read the text, reread it backward

This is one of the dirty secrets of most professional proofreaders. When they reach the end of a piece that theyve proofed, they keep their index cards on the page and do the same process in reverse. Its a rare typo that escapes your notice on this second pass, as each word is now abstracted out of your regular reading flow.

3. Highlight and verify all factual sources - no exceptions

As youre reading through the text forward and backward, you should be indicating and verifying page content that you can cross-check against reputable sources. This can be the most time-consuming part of any large proofreading job, but it is the most important part as well. Even if the client says that everything in the document is correct, its your duty to confirm their content whenever possible. If you cant verify something, you should query the client for their sources. This way, you are indemnified if they take their product to press with an error.

4. Flag missing information so it cant go to press

When asked to show layout with fake calls to action, such as placeholder information like 1-800-123-4567, you need to do so in a manner that screams out FPO! (For Position Only.) Think yellow highlighting or bold red text - whatever stands out in a different color and weight.

5. Check your work after its been corrected in the computer

After youve finished your hard proof, conduct a light reproof of all fixed changes to make sure new errors didnt slip in. Inevitably, one or two small typos or new errors sneak into layouts after a heavy proofreading pass. When changes have been made in separate documents and then flowed into your design, mistakes or re-ragging can occur. It never hurts to take another look. Adding a single letter to a single world can push the final line of a story off a page in a print file. When those problems arent caught, there is often a hard cost associated with fixing the error in page proofs or HTML code. This can be less of an issue in proofing online content, but an extra carat or ampersand can cause mayhem.

6. At the final proofing stage, reread all content forward and backward

You must be thinking, No, please not again! Sorry, this is the one area in which you cant afford to see a new mistake introduced. Even the best printers accidentally introduce errors at prepress, when the files are released. For a website, this would be the proofing that happens when content is flown into your CMS or coded into the system. Quality assurance should always happen at this testing stage!

WHEN SHOULD I BRING IN OUTSIDE PROOFREADING HELP?

Outsourcing proofreading makes a lot of sense at critical milestones through the life of a project. A fresh pair of eyes can be invaluable. To quote Cynthia Fowler of Graves Fowler Creative: Proofreading should not be done by the person who wrote the copy in the first place. The best eye is one that is fresh and objective.

Be aware that, even if you pay a professional to review your work, you are still ultimately responsible for any errors in the final, finished product. So its always in your best interest to spend the necessary time fixing any errors that youre aware of before bringing in a professional.

Dont let the client say, We dont need a proofer - Ill do it. Clients are rarely effective in catching proofing errors, unless they also happen to be trained proofreaders. In that final phase of a project, have someone from your firm, your client and a professional proofreader conduct the final proofreading work. The more eyes, the better.

Never deviate from your proofing protocol - and charge for it. Even if youre under a tight deadline, proofreading is one corner you should never choose to cut. Once you do, typos invariably happen. And if that error sneaks out into the wild - well, there goes your reputation.

WHAT PROOFREADING MARKS DO I NEED TO KNOW?

This is only a small sample of the dozens of proofreading marks used by professionals. Some of your staff might have a lot of experience using these marks, but this may not be true for everyone. Query any marks that confuse you and encourage your team and your clients to do the same. As you can see below, there may be different marks in the margins versus in the text.
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Practice your new proofreading skills on the following error-riddled paragraph

When you assemb le a team to kick off a project, the leader in the room will often begin by Outlining what the client wantss at the team to deliver BUt after the team is fully briefed on what theyll need to create over the life of that project, the leader should explore what the team wants to gain from their participation yo.

Heres a great goalsetting exercise from Matt Conway, an Associate creative Director at frog. At the start of a project, give your team members five minutes to write answers to these questions on sticky notes:

• What would you like the client to gain from ths project?

• What would you like our company to gain from this project

• What would you like the team to gain from this project?

• What would you, personally and professionally, like to gain from this project?

Have your team share what theyve written, post it to a whiteboard and capture what themes have emerged. What new perspectives have been revealed? How does this change how the team will work together--or what you will deliver to the client? Share what youve learned by using this approach March 24-April 27 during Design collaboration Week.

Legend to errors in the above text. Paragraph 1: extra space, misplaced italics, wrong case, extra letter, wrong case, missing apostrophe, extra text. Paragraph 2: missing hyphen, wrong case for title. Bulleted list: missing letter, missing punctuation, extra letter, misplaced bold. Final paragraph: Missing em dash, missing en dash, wrong case.
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Errors

Refreshed by your first eight hours of sleep in what feels like a decade, you stroll into your office only to be stopped cold by the message light blinking on your voicemail. Its your client, with a three-minute description of how his new shopping cart system - which youd deployed late last night after months of slavish work - has been unable to process credit card purchases for hours. Thousands of dollars in sales have been lost.

Designers fail in the client-management process when errors slip through, and we cant explain to our client how well resolve those errors to his benefit. How will you resolve this issue, and how are you going to communicate your plan of action?

HOW SHOULD I RESOLVE MAJOR ERRORS ON A PROJECT?

1. Determine your role

To gauge an errors impact, start from the point that it manifested itself to you, then work backward. Where in your business process did the fruit of this error begin to flourish? Use root-cause analysis. Keep yourself from thinking, In hindsight, I would have  and focus on the basic facts of what went wrong. Dig through your email, interview your colleagues, explore documentation and functional requirements, crack open design files, sift through code and otherwise reconstruct the path your project has taken through the design process. Document what you discover in writing. (There may be legal ramifications to what youve found, and a paper trail may be critical if you end up in court.)

Now is not the time to reprimand a co-worker or lay waste to a project team with harsh words. Until you know how your firm and the client may have contributed to the error, there is no room for blame.

If your team has the time to help, have them aid you in gathering the necessary information. Theyre probably going to feel just as bad as you until the problem is solved.

2. Gauge the impact

Try to quantify in hard numbers what your client will suffer until the error is set right. Did they lose $10,000 in potential sales due to people clicking a button in an email and landing on a 404 page? Or did a thousand people receive a promotional email, and only two people clicked through a broken link to a nonexistent web page? You need to understand what repercussions the client has actually suffered as the result of the error. Using best-case math, calculate what you could provide that would help mitigate the impact of that error.

You do not have to fully disclose your in-depth assessment of financial impact to your client. This is an activity to guide your action plan.

If the root cause of your error is outside your control - such as working with technology your client requested thats in beta, or losing one of your contract employees or subcontractors due to extenuating circumstances - I hope that you outlined the risks and contingencies associated with their use or participation. (See Risk.) Otherwise youre going to have to disclose those issues as swiftly as possible to the client as part of your action plan.

If the client had a substantial role in the error, you may want to describe the intimate details. In such cases, you will need a clear, rational argument as to why the client must partially or fully bear the onus of the error.

If the error is due to a subcontractor you suggested and hired, you are the one who falls on your sword. Its a sign of maturity to take responsibility when anything goes wrong on a project due to a subcontractor. If you hired the vendor, you have to manage their failures and work with them to make things right.

3. Write a plan

Now that you know how the error came to pass and determined what potential harm your clients business may have suffered, you need to write a plan of action. You need to address the following:

• Where did the error appear?

• When did the error happen?

• Who was involved in the error?

• Why did the error happen?

• What are we doing to fix the error?

• How are we sure the error will never happen again?

• What are the impacts on the project in terms of dollars, schedule and customer service?

You may need to outline more than one course of action to resolve the error, especially if theres a cost or schedule impact for the client. Advocate the best option for the situation that places the least burden on your client, unless they caused the error and need to help in resolving it.

The longer an error remains unaddressed, the more risk you assume from it. However, dont rush through your plan to place it in front of the client. Have it vetted by the highest levels within your firm. If necessary, take an extra few moments to run it by your lawyer.
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4. Have a constructive conversation

You should not call the client unless you have the above plan, or you are able to pin yourself to a specific date and time that such plan can be finalized for discussion. If you do have client contact over the hours itll take you to formulate your plan, keep it as simple as, Were aware of the issue and are currently creating a plan that we will present to you on [date and time] to resolve it.

Dont put your firm at risk for taking on liability for something said in the heat of the moment. To avoid this kind of risk, you may need to say, I wish I could answer that question, but I need to talk with [insert name of important person] before I can make an assessment. Can we talk later today, when I have the specifics?

Set up a formal meeting with your client. Let her know youll need a chunk of uninterrupted time to talk through your plan to mitigate the error. Use neutral language during the call or face-to-face meeting. (Face-to-face contact is always better for these conversations.) Be clear that this may be a difficult conversation, but phrase it in a meaningful way.

This is hard for me to share with you. We care very deeply about the success of your project and want to outline what happened yesterday to the shopping cart on your website, and the actions that were taking to resolve the situation 

Take responsibility where appropriate, and provide a clear course of action that addresses the perceived problem. Transcend the issue and be clear as to how youve already begun resolving the problem with a defined solution. If there are multiple possible solutions to deal with the issue, outline each of them clearly before soliciting feedback.

After the discussion, send the client a copy of the error mitigation plan.

The error must be fixed before there is any discussion of compensation or barter to make up for lost uptime or revenue. Do not allow your client the opportunity to use the time in which you resolve the error as a period of negotiation. According to Fiona Robertson Remley, you should not offer a discount on contracted services in these situations unless:

• The client asks for one

• You can afford it

• All other options have failed

5. Execute on the plan as swiftly as you can

Hustle.

6. Record the error to help you assess future risks

While it might be tempting to sweep your errors under the rug, learning from them is the way you will come upon stable business processes for your firm. Project errors should teach you how to deliver better work for your current and future clients, and create better shared assumptions and implications for your estimating and proposal-writing process.

Start a simple wiki that outlines the process you take when working through different kinds of client engagements. In the wiki, write a brief paragraph describing what youve learned in various phases of the project. This material can then be referenced when youre writing up estimates for new projects. This living digital document could also be a good place to write a few notes after the project has ended. Conduct a project postmortem and detail what the team learned.

WILL A MAJOR ERROR RUIN MY CLIENT RELATIONSHIP?

Failure in delivery, when poorly managed, can be fatal for your livelihood. But keep in mind, no designer or developer has a perfect delivery record. In the midst of dealing with a project error - especially one caused by both client and designer - there is always a silver lining. Its not until things go wrong that you see the true personality of your client. And vice versa. Errors help your client understand the true depth of your character.

Your client will respect you even more if you can disclose and mitigate a mistake with grace and professionalism.

If you dont fail, you wont succeed

There are two types of businesspeople: those who have failed at some business venture, and those who havent yet. (Kind of like motorcycle riders.)

The same logic applies to designers. Your projects will fail. Your companies will fail. You will find moments, if not months, where you will question if it made any sense to be in the design business in the first place.

Honor these moments, because you will only achieve success through experience gained through failure. Failure always yields some form of reward. But you have to take a risk to determine that reward and to understand how it shapes your path as a creative businessperson.

Paul Arden, former creative director for Saatchi and Saatchi, put it like this: If you always make the right decision, the safe decision, the one most people make, you will be the same as everyone else.

Dont suffer this noncreative fate.
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Postmortems

The website went live last week, and the entire staff is throwing a party to celebrate! The developers are huddled in the corner with microbrews, plotting how theyll hack into the agency intranet to add a virtual dartboard. Designers are mingling with the copywriters and account people, clinking wineglasses and bonding over the ads they saw during 30 Rock.

However, the job went way over budget, and the last thing your team wants to think about is who needs to take responsibility for it. Its not the best time to mention the postmortem you scheduled to talk about how the project really went. Tomorrow.

Was the estimate wrong to begin with? Did the designer spend too long tweaking those page comps? Why did the developer pull so many late nights wrangling with the content management system, when he said he knew how to code using the .NET Framework?

The reasons that a design business fails to make profit on a project boils down to a series of staff and client decisions that, while intended to contribute to project success, lead to cost overruns and errors. Isolating and clarifying those decisions, one by one and role by role, can be punishing if conducted incorrectly.

But if carried out in the right manner and in a safe group setting, a postmortem meeting can galvanize a team and bring them closer together. By being aware of everyone elses perspective, your team members can identify repeat problems in patterns of behavior and anticipate ways to prevent those problems from happening again. Plus, the ongoing learning that comes from open communication and active collaboration is what makes businesses more sustainable - especially on large multiphase projects that repeat year over year.

A POSTMORTEM? WHAT A MORBID TERM.

Some people are starting to call this meeting a post future meeting or a lessons learned meeting, to avoid the negative connotations from the original term. Call it whatever you like. I prefer the term postmortem because  well  sometimes you need a dash of the macabre to keep everyone on their toes.




Common issues that crop up during postmortems:

• Did you fulfill what you promised in the proposal?

• Did the deliverables line up with what the agency actually created for the client? If not, why?

• Was the creative brief an accurate reflection of what is in the proposal and the strategic direction from your agency?

• Were there client requests that changed the project strategy from the approved brief while the project was in process? If not, did the agency absorb into the project cost getting the client to the right strategy? Were you paid for that extra time investment? What were the repercussions?

• Were there technical challenges that occurred during the life of the projects that were unexpected? Should they have been expected and factored into the schedule?

• Did the team have a thorough knowledge of what the project required?

• Were you penalized for the team verging outside their area of core expertise? Did you factor that time into the project budget to support the time they needed to gain the knowledge necessary to succeed? (Another way of phrasing this is: Did you bid the project for your best-case scenario, while knowing full well that best-case scenarios rarely occur if they are contingent on technologies or unique deliverables that are new to your team?)

• Did the team spend time scrambling to address client concerns without proper triage?

• Was the chain of command followed through each phase of the project? (Is there one?)

• Did your vendors fall in line with your agency process/timeline? Did your vendors contribute to your success or provide more hurdles to surmount?

• Did lack of communication or personality friction dictate staff behavior? (This is something that should be discussed candidly after the postmortem in a face-to-face conversation or relayed through the involved parties manager.)





HOW DO I RUN A POSTMORTEM FOR A PROJECT?

Heres a draft agenda for an hour-long postmortem meeting. Make sure you are meeting in a space that has a large whiteboard, so you can capture what everyone says as the meeting unfolds. When scheduling the meeting, think about what you can attach to the meeting request that will help ground people in what youll accomplish during the meeting.
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1. Set the tone for the meeting (three to five minutes)

The postmortem process requires the same deliberate care you would take for any form of client collaboration. Postmortems should always be constructive and be conducted in a manner that is professional and respectful. It often helps to have a meeting leader who wasnt on the project. This leader will be responsible for taking notes on the whiteboard.

Kick the meeting off by letting everyone know the goal for the meeting: understanding what went well and what could be improved about your recently completed project for the purpose of applying this information to future projects. There must be a clear balance between the good things and those that could be improved. Otherwise people in the room may use the whole hour to complain and the meeting will be neither pleasant nor productive.

Everyone in the room should be aware that nothing they say will go on their permanent record. Everyone is taking part in the postmortem to learn from each other. Nothing will be taken personally. If mistakes were made along the way, more respect will be given to those who own up to causing them. No finger pointing.

Let everyone know that if an issue warrants more than five minutes of group discussion, you promise to follow up with the team members individually to plan for similar situations in the future.

2. Describe the business problem and the proposed agency approach (five to ten minutes)

Clearly describe what the client wanted to achieve from the project. Summarize the proposal the client signed, just in case anyone in the room wasnt aware of the agreed-upon terms. Ask your team to consider how the proposal did (or didnt) guide the team toward the final delivered project. Common questions during this part of the meeting may include:

• Were there challenges that could have been foreseen from previous agency projects that werent factored into the proposal?

• Were there any issues with how the proposal was written?

• Were there any deviations that developed from poorly defined scope?

• Were promises made in business meetings or client conversations, but not put in writing, that influenced client expectations?

3. Walk through how the agency executed the project (thirty minutes)

This portion of the postmortem is an intense exploration of what happened, and why, over the life of your project. Discuss the major milestones of the project and any key points at which you encountered items or situations that moved beyond your usual creative process. This doesnt have to be a linear process - the staff can skip around in time as appropriate.

If necessary, have on hand the artifacts that supported project completion: creative brief, technical and functional specifications, client communications, vendor input and the paper/digital trail of design work that occurred over the course of the project. You shouldnt be using the time to reproof or critique the minutiae of each deliverable. Simply use the artifacts to provoke your teams memory.




[image: ]

Dont play the blame game. No one likes being thrown under the bus!





4. Solve for perceived problems (ten minutes)

At the end of the previous phase, you should have a whiteboard list of your teams thoughts and impressions regarding what went well and what could have been improved. Now is your teams chance to be problem solvers and to suggest changes to agency process. Circle pain points and ask your team to brainstorm ways to keep them from happening in the future. When the brainstorming session is over, make a list of all the ideas and send them to the team after the meeting. Put the right people (including yourself) in charge of making sure that change gets implemented.

5. Show the team, in a pleasing visual format, where the time and money went (five minutes)

Your staff should have no illusion about how time equals money. There must be a balance between quality of work delivered and profit for your company. So, if you can, show your staff what your financial targets were and how the agency performed against them. Then ask your team (and yourself): Based on what we know now, how would we approach a project like this in the future? Was this project an investment in a new discipline for your agency, a great piece for your portfolio that came at extra expense or something youre never going to attempt again?

Such transparency and candor is rare for most agencies. But this kind of feedback can be worth millions to staff morale. Ive worked at agencies where the final postmortem has even included detail regarding how each team member billed their hours. (This means your entire staff needs to keep accurate timesheets and cant lie if they go over their allocated hours on a project.)

Not all of your staffers run the business, so why should everyone know how profitable their project is for the owners or parent company of the agency? The answer is simple: If designers see how their behavior influences stability (and profit) for their employer, they can see how they fit into the grand scheme. These visuals show them how they are accountable for project success.

Did mismanaged client expectations burn up staff time and profit? Did the team suggest placing a few bonus concepts in front of the client, causing extra rounds of changes before the client selected the final direction? All of this comes out of the companys pocket and can be gauged in this closing postmortem discussion. Your staff will appreciate seeing exactly what this project meant to the agency - as long as its delivered in a constructive manner. You can then fold this into the solutions you discussed earlier.

6. Highlight the most important thing each team member learned (five minutes)

To close out your postmortem meeting, ask each person in the room to put two stars on the whiteboard. One star is drawn beside the most important positive thing to remember from the meeting. The second star is drawn next to the one thing that should be changed going forward. When everyone is done, the facilitator should ask any last clarifying questions regarding everyones selections, then thank everyone for coming. Notes from the meeting should go out to everyone in a day or so.

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF ITS A REALLY LONG PROJECT?

The postmortem gives your staff a chance to fully comprehend what challenges each member of the staff experienced and to create a dialogue about how each individual can be supported by agency peers. Think of it as a journey into exactly how your agency functions. But dont feel like you need to wait until the end of a project to reflect on your teams performance. You can hold a premortem, a midmortem, a retrospective, whatever you want to call it, whenever you want to have it. See how your team is doing, and start solving issues before the project comes to a close.
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Operating Your Studio
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Money

Every design business sells some kind of product, which earns money for the company. This revenue contributes to the ongoing operation of your business and the creation of profit. No revenue, no cash flow. No profit, no long-term stability for the business.

But selling products isnt the only way that design businesses stay afloat. Lets take a tour of the various ways design businesses make money, including billing for time, investing in real estate, selling physical products and licensing software or intellectual property (IP).

You may have altruistic reasons for being a designer, but some designers really do run their businesses because they want to make money.

HOW DO DESIGN BUSINESSES MAKE MONEY?

1. Billing for time

Historically most design businesses have made their money from billing for time. If a design business is able to consistently bill the appropriate number of contracted hours per person on staff, their revenue year over year will yield profit. This falls in line with other professional services providers, such as lawyers, who bill their client for the hours worked towards a desired outcome. For lawyers, winning a case or striking a favorable plea bargain may be their product.

2. Marking up pass-through services and products

Few designers will have a Heidelberg offset printing press in their studio for printing a brochure or a server farm in their closet with a 99.999 percent uptime guarantee. Design businesses must pass through to their clients the costs of services or products required to yield a website or application, printed materials and other project outputs.

Revenue is earned on pass-through services and products via a markup on their total cost. Any markup must also account for the payment of local, state and federal taxes on those services and products, as appropriate. Here are examples of some pass-through services and expenses:

• Purchasing media space on online and mobile properties, in print publications, billboards and out-of-home locations and television. A design business may earn a commission on the overall cost of a media buy that they facilitate or coordinate with a third-party firm.

• Purchasing printing services through a commercial printing firm. The overall cost of printing services, plus delivery, should be marked up if the design business is paying for the printing.

• Retaining a professional photographer or illustrator to generate assets that are then licensed to the client. When working with higher-end photographers and illustrators, you license to a client the rights to use the generated assets for a fixed period of time. If the client needs the rights for those assets after the time has elapsed, they are billed for additional rights usage (with a markup). Some clients seek to buy out the rights for assets generated, and it is possible to do so, but most photographers and illustrators will add a multiplier to their price to cover the future revenue they are forgoing.

• Hiring acting, modeling and voice-over talent. Dont forget to include time youll need to bill for selecting the appropriate talent and directing them.

• Costs for catering, props and other materials used in the generation of photo or video assets.

• Licensing the use of artwork and fonts from a stock provider or third party. A good baseline for markup on these items is 20 percent. Be aware that licensing agreements with many stock websites cannot be transferred to a client; in those cases, you may need to have the clients make the purchases as part of their own corporate account.

• Using professional copywriting, editing and proofreading services. Markups on these services may need to be handled more like the billing cost of a staffer: One and a half to three times the hourly rate of the contractor.

• Working with a professional photo retouching service or color-correction artist. The same markup rules apply here as for writing services.

• Helping to coordinate or manage website/application hosting. You may need to negotiate with your hosting provider to secure a wholesale/reseller agreement, which will allow you to resell their services without charging the client more than the market cost for commodity services.

• Purchasing domain names and online services that support the creation of online products, services and properties. Your markup for these services should reflect the time and energy required to secure and transfer those services and the associated rights to your client.

• Travel expenses related to project activities, including plane and train tickets, mileage and gasoline costs, food and beverage per diem, and related costs the client agrees to bear in the signed contract. Travel expenses are usually not marked up.

Additionally, design businesses may retain the support of subcontractors, such as freelance talent or another design or development studio, if the work outstrips resources available in the studio or requires a skill set that may not exist in the studio. This may include front- and back-end development, usability testing, testing and quality assurance on websites, and motion graphics and animation.




Dont resell your projects

Contracting out small-scale specialized activities can make sense for a small studio. It can be cost prohibitive to have people on staff with solely niche skills. I will caution, however, that contracting out most or all of a client project is risky territory for any designer. A client hires us because we are the ones she expects to fulfill the work.

When working with any client, be clear what specific activities are to be handled by a contractor and what role you will play in ensuring they meet the quality standard of your studio. If youre not conducting the development in-house for a project, say so up front. If your studio is overwhelmed and you need the support of another to facilitate the completion of a project, say so before making the hiring call. Its better to be honest regarding these decisions, rather than begging for forgiveness if something goes wrong.





3. Making capital investments

Money spent on a studio space is often the largest expenditure, independent of paying for staff revenue. Why not make that money an investment in your business? You can turn an overhead expense into a long-term investment vehicle - especially if the space is in a neighborhood or location that adds value over time. Design businesses also hold smaller-scale assets: computers, furniture, peripherals, artwork, automobiles and other tangible items. These are then depreciated as part of the studios balance sheet and can be sold to earn revenue as necessary.

4. Leasing available space and resources

A design business may have resources at its disposal that may be leased or purchased by clients or by customers at large. By leasing part of an office building, home or other physical location to another business, for example, a design business may pay its own mortgage. If a design business has seats open on its studio floor, it may lease these spaces to other designers or freelancers.

Additionally, design businesses may lease their public spaces to other businesses or third parties for the purposes of conducting meetings and events. For example, pinch/zoom, a design studio in the Fremont neighborhood of Seattle, has a rentable space called the Watercooler that can host small workshops, seated events and mixers.

Many design businesses have galleries built into their work spaces that contribute to the businesss operating revenue. Such galleries help cover overhead and expenses, as well as contribute to the overall studio culture. If the studio is open to the public, the open space may also be used to sell or promote products, artwork and other resalable items.

5. Producing and selling products and services

People at design businesses generate ideas at a prodigious rate. Some of these ideas may apply to client projects, while others may inspire anything from artworks to online subscription services.

Physical products

Design businesses can design, produce and sell physical products. This is often in partnership with other companies or vendors that can help facilitate the production and shipping of those products.

Design Commission, for instance, came up with an idea for UI Stencils (www.UIStencils.com). These stencils are pieces of metal that have been chemically etched with the appropriate icons for drawing user interfaces for websites, iPhones, iPads, Android phones and many others. The stencils are produced on demand, avoiding the need to make a capital investment in a few hundred stencils before opening for business. Based on the success of this initial product, the studio has diversified from stencils into pads of grid paper and small whiteboards with markers. The sales of these products now account for a portion of the overall studio revenue. Another of Design Commissions ventures, LuxePlates.com, was developed with the same revenue-generating philosophy.

Design studios can receive more than revenue from selling products. Full Stop Interactive created a line of design-related T-shirts called United Pixelworkers. The studios cofounder, Nathan Peretic, says: Selling T-shirts to designers has enabled us to more than pay the rent and expenses on our office every month, and best of all, its created a number of connections within the industry. Those connections have an inestimable value.

When creating products, aim for unsolved problems. Money is only an outcome of being able to intelligently design and develop a solution that creates real value, says Matthew May, author of The Laws of Subtraction. David Conrad puts it another way: Find more valuable problems, make more money.
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Examples of physical products created by Design Commission. UIStencils.com and LuxePlates.com currently account for over 40 percent of studio revenue each year.

Software as a service

Thousands of individual designers and studios worldwide currently earn money by generating software. Studios can design and develop software products and online services for a variety of devices and platforms. A business can earn revenue from these products and services through a variety of revenue models: a single cost for an application, an ongoing subscription fee for use, by offering an application for free and selling advertising, by selling reports generated from metadata collected from product use, just to name a few.

Jackson Fish Market created an application called A Story Before Bed that people can use online or download for their iPhone or iPad. The application lets its users record reading the book, then play it back with the book. Jackson Fish Market offers this functionality through a variety of annual subscription models. The company has also taken a unique approach to how they deliver the childrens books available within the application. On their blog, they say:

To make sure we had a nice starter collection of books beyond those we got from our excellent launch partners, Jenny Lam led a heroic effort to produce all the Jackson Fish Market titles you see in the bookshelf. The Frog Prince, The Emperors New Clothes and others were all produced by our crack team of authors and illustrators. Jenny led the whole effort. If Disney can create a great business based on public domain childrens fairy tales, then so can we.

By holding exclusive rights to this content, Jackson Fish Market created a vertically integrated publishing platform in which they can fully control how revenue is generated both for their firm and for the authors that they represent.




Advice on bootstrapping from Jenny Lam at Jackson Fish Market

Jenny Lam, chief designer and cofounder of Jackson Fish Market in Seattle, has launched multiple successful products through her design business. She shared the following with me via email:

There are so many incredible things about owning and creating your own products. Sure, theres the financial risk and Ive heard designers claim they might get bored with focusing on just one product/service. To me, the upsides outweigh the negatives. Creating our own future, shipping stuff regularly and often, owning our successes and, most importantly, owning our failures has been one of the most rewarding, enjoyable and uplifting work experiences Ive ever had. For those interested in going down this path (and I hope you do!) here are some insights Ive learned over the years:

Partner with people who have mutual respect for you and your discipline

For me, this is the most essential component to making Jackson Fish Market what it is. The three of us balance each other and really value our disciplines (design, business and engineering).

Do design consulting on the side to bootstrap your product

For us, we figured out that it took about three hours of engineering for each hour of design work I did. So I used the rest of the time to consult on design projects, which in turn helped bootstrap our products.

Have patience and passion

Patience: Invariably when you ask the people who are overnight successes how it went, they will confide in you that they worked hard for years and years before their product made it over the hump. It took us two years of tweaking, learning from our customers and experimenting with different designs and business models before we started seeing real results.

Passion: We made A Story Before Bed so that parents at our company could read to our kids. We made the Thrilled For You Video Guestbook for my wedding. Making something for yourself that solves a real problem not only ensures your commitment, but ensures that youll have fun making it in the process.





Still other examples show how designers can disrupt or reinvent industries with their design savvy. Design studio 37signals transitioned from billing for time to fully supporting a range of productivity-geared software products, such as the project management tool Basecamp and the group chat tool Campfire. Their success in this area emerged from software products they created for their own needs, which they discovered other businesses also needed and would willingly pay to use.
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A Story Before Bed, an example of software created by Jackson Fish Market.

Monetizing design news and thought leadership

Some design businesses generate thought leadership, such as blog posts, e-books and other digital products that can be sold online, through subscription or be supported by online advertising on their sites, applications and through RSS feeds. Many popular design blogs partially support themselves through this model.

Tina Roth Eisenbergs Swiss Miss blog (www.swiss-miss.com) started in 2005 as her personal visual archive. It has since grown into one of the worlds most popular design journals. Swiss Miss is supported by revenues from site advertising via The Deck, an exclusive advertising network started by Coudal Partners, and RSS feed sponsorship. The revenues from Swiss Miss help support Tinas other business efforts.

Educational events and training

Design businesses can provide training as a service to help designers and businesses do their jobs better. This takes the form of hourly or daily consulting, prerecorded or live webcasts, or producing and hosting live events. Studio members can write, blog, teach, speak or facilitate events as part of how they earn revenue, either for their business or as individuals.

Adaptive Path, a user experience firm headquartered in San Francisco, holds regular events such as UX Week and UX Intensive. These events are a chance to share tools and techniques that the firm uses in its project work to earn revenue independent of client work and to attract new clients.




Let your clients teach you

Looking for some tips on how to create your own products? David Conrad, from Design Commission, suggests that you internalize market intelligence and insight gleaned from your clients.

They are educating you while they are paying you. You absorb their expertise - while you are helping them - and you can use that knowledge to design your own products more effectively.





6. Monetize intellectual property

A design business can produce novel ideas or inventions that can be patented or trademarked, then licensed to customers or per-project clients. The generation of these patents and trademarks occur as part of delivering products and services (as discussed above) or in the process of fulfilling client work. Depending on how a design business structures its contracts with the client, it could negotiate co-ownership of any unique inventions spawned from client work.

Your revenue streams will change organically, based on how your studio revenue diversifies. This can carry risk, acting as a drag on operational revenue and profit from other products you provide.
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7. Support of a spin-off line of business

Some studios support side businesses that have little to no association with traditional design services or the generation of design-related products and services. Running these side businesses can require dedicated staff with skill sets that cant be billed by the design business if extra resources are required for project work.

Christian Helms, designer and founder of the studio Helms Workshop, is also a cofounder of Frank, a hot dog joint in downtown Austin. Christian was able to bring his design sensibilities to the holistic restaurant experience, as he noted in an interview: I always joke that the design strategy was circus comes to town, broadsides hot dog cart. However, Christian still works with design clients and other projects as opposed to exclusively running Frank. Read more about Christians work and the thinking behind Frank at methodandcraft.com/interviews/christian-helms/
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8. Take equity in a client business

When working with start-ups or other young businesses, designers can be offered stock or partial ownership in return for their services. In some cases, this is in lieu of cash payment. In others, the design business may have intentionally asked for equity alongside payment for design services or the provision of unique intellectual property or services.

If you are considering taking equity in a client business, be thoughtful about the amount of time (and direct revenue) you can forgo to aid that client with her needs. The value of your investment may never be realized; the company could go bankrupt or the shares could become diluted after future rounds of investment. If you choose to go down this path, consult with an accountant. You need to know how any tax liabilities would impact your business if you decide to sell your equity stake or if your share grows in value year over year.

9. Selling a line of business, or the entire business

Designers can earn revenues by selling a line of business for their firm or by selling their entire share in their design business.

When first starting a design business, design partners may not want to discuss the fact that there will be an eventual point in time - whether its years away or decades - that they will need to exit. Be as honest as possible with your business partners regarding your long-term plans before you enter any venture. By setting clear expectations regarding what each person wants from the business from a personal and a monetary perspective, the partners can openly discuss and adjust their goals as business conditions change.
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An inspired spin-off business: Frank, cofounded by designer Christian Helms and Geoff Peveto.

The dream of most business owners: Reaching the right time to sell their business and utilize the money theyve earned to make personal investments or launch grand endeavors.




So you want to create a software start-up?
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In the past decade, there has been an explosion of both small boutique studios and large-scale design businesses that have found ways to earn revenue outside of billing for professional services and associated revenue streams. In some cases, they do it to diversify their revenue sources and protect their business in case of drought. In others, designers and studios have sought to become their own clients, producing products and services and selling them directly to customers.

If youre considering creating a new revenue stream for your design business from software, remember: It takes more than a compelling idea to create a profitable business. You need to balance the business model of your software (how it makes money over time) with your technology choices (how it will be constructed and maintained over time). If you solely focus on creating a great experience for your users, you may be able to ship your product, but its unlikely youll be able to sustain it.

For more on this, go to imprint.printmag.com/web-design/designbiz-the-tipsy-triangle-of-software-startupdom/
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Hourly Rates

How much should you bill for your work? More than you believe your client can afford? A price set according to the value you provide for your client?

In order to answer these questions, you should make sure your hourly rate accurately reflects your studio expenses and profit margin. This is a crucial part of ensuring studio stability and profitability.

Sharpen your No. 2 pencil and get ready to generate your baseline hourly rate.

HOURLY RATE GENERATION

Over the following pages, youll find what you need to fill in the blanks for the following equation:

Total Labor Cost

+ Total Overhead

+ Total Studio Debt

+ Total Taxes

= Total Cost

Total Cost

x Profit Margin

= Total Profit

Total Cost + Profit

 Hours Per Year

= Base Hourly Rate (Per Employee)

TOTAL LABOR COST

Paying your employees is never an optional expense. Even if times are hard, payroll is like clockwork. It happens at the same time, every time. This includes your own paycheck!

TOTAL OVERHEAD

These are the bare essentials you need to run any service business.

Supporting your employees

Health insurance

Dental insurance

Retirement (401k)

Protecting your business operations

Payroll service

Property insurance

Workers comp

Running your physical office space

Rent

Utilities

Office furniture

Computers

Software

Peripherals

Mobile phone

Phone

Internet

Fax

Office supplies

Postage

Managing your finances

Accounting fees

Bookkeeping

Lawyer

Paying your taxes

Local taxes

State taxes

Federal taxes

Traveling to and from client meetings

Transit & parking

Car loan

Car insurance

Gas

Upkeep

Keeping Everyone inspired

Office snacks

Subscriptions

Training/conferences

Office parties

Promoting your studio and services

Association dues

Advertising costs

Marketing expenses

Fees for awards

Pursuing sales opportunities

Travel

Meals with prospects

Networking events

= Total Overhead

TOTAL STUDIO DEBT

Most design businesses carry some measure of debt in loans, revolving lines of credit and credit cards. Paying down your debt is a critical part of your hourly rate. Otherwise your business will be suffocated by never-ending interest payments.

You should have at least three to six months of overhead and salary costs in the bank before opening a design business. If youre just out of school, balance your debt obligations against what the market can bear for your design services, per your level of experience.

TAXES ON EARNINGS AND SALARIES

A design business is taxed in multiple ways: on the earnings of the business on a local, state and federal level, and then per individual employee, according to their salaries. For the purposes of calculating an hourly rate, write your estimate of your total taxes on the earnings of your business, but be aware you will also have to factor in payroll taxes.

THE PROFIT MARGIN YOURE SEEKING YEAR OVER YEAR

Profit should always be included in your hourly rate. Otherwise you would have to bill above and beyond forty hours a week to meet your margin.

Your profit margin is calculated against the sum of all the expenses listed so far: Labor costs, fixed overhead, debt and your taxes. Heres an example from David Conrad, targeting 20 percent profit across three employees:

Total Labor Cost: $ 150,000 ($50,000/year for three people) +

Total Overhead: $ 270,000 +

Total Studio Debt: $ 0 (Wow, youre lucky!) +

Total Taxes: $ 23,700 (Minus 15.8% of $150,000 salary) =

Total Cost: $ 443,700 per year to employ three people

Total Cost: $ 443,700 x

Profit Margin: 20 % 	=

Total Profit: $ 88,740

Total Cost + Profit: $ 532,440

MOVING FROM TOTAL COSTS TO YOUR HOURLY RATE

How do you get from costs and profits to generating your base hourly rate? Calculate how many hours youll be utilizing your employees, based on their role in your business. Then determine what benefits theyll receive for their personal time off. Start plugging in numbers on the following worksheet. Theres a completed example on the next page, as well.

Weeks per year: 52 weeks

- Weeks of sick leave

- Weeks of holiday

= Weeks per year

Weeks per year

x Hours a week: 40 hours

= Hours/year

Hours/year

x Utilization rate

= Hours Per Year

Generating utilization rates

The industry average is 75 to 80 percent per individual contributor creating the work. The amount of billable time decreases the further the person is up in the management hierarchy, and not all of your employees at your business will be fully billable to client work. Your overhead will need to accommodate activities such as bookkeeping and marketing, which cannot be charged back to clients. David Conrad generated the following utilization rates for his companys staff:

80% Creative direction

80% Design

80% Production

80% Project Management

30% Marketing

10% Administration

65% Overall blended rate

With this information, we can determine the number of hours that can be billed to clients over a calendar year:

Weeks per year: 52 weeks -

Weeks of sick leave: 2 weeks -

Weeks of holiday: 3 weeks =

Weeks per year: 45 weeks

Weeks per year: 45 weeks x

Hours a week: 40 hours =

Hours/year: 1,800 hours x

Utilization rate: 65% rate =

Hours Per Year: $ 1,170 hours you can charge your clients

YOUR HOURLY RATE IS ONLY A STARTING POINT FOR GENERATING QUALITY ESTIMATES

At this point, you should have the numbers you need to calculate your base hourly rate. But an accurate hourly rate is not a silver bullet for ensuring profitability. If you dont estimate your time properly as part of your client proposals and then run your projects effectively against those estimates, an hourly rate will do little to keep you in business.




Low utilization rates can lead to low staff morale

You may be tempted to adjust utilization rates downwards to create more thinking time outside of projects for your employees. However, Ted Leonhardt advises:

Creative shops are happiest when there is slightly more work than what the numbers say you should take. You can calculate how many hours to expect from a billable employee - thirty-five hours a week times fifty weeks - to determine your revenue target and workload. Then focus your sales effort on achieving five to ten percent more sales than that. Creative people like to be busy. The worst thing for a studio is to not have enough to do. Its demoralizing. It can also destroy your budgets, because people expand their project workload to fit their free time. Happiness comes from being busy but not overwhelmed - a delicate balance.





Insurance

When running a business, you need to support your staff and protect your company from situations that you cant predict: Disasters, lawsuits, on-the-job injuries and potential interruptions in how you deliver your products and services. To ensure this protection, you need to carry insurance and maintain an up-to-date disaster plan.

You should research your insurance needs intensively before purchasing policies for your business. You will need to consider purchasing insurance from the following categories:

•   Automobile insurance: A commercial policy that protects your vehicle when you and your staff use it for work

•   Business interruption: Coverage in case your design business is unable to provide its services to your clients (overlaps with casualty and property insurance)

•   Casualty and property insurance: Covering your business locations and what they contain from a specified range of risks (earthquake, fire, flood, tornado or tsunami)

•   Health insurance: Never run a business without offering this

•   Liability insurance: Protects you from lawsuits in cases of possible negligence

•   Life and disability insurance: Critical for you and your employees, especially if you or one of your business partners dies

•   Workers compensation: Protection for your workers from injuries they might sustain on the job

In addition to insurance, a business owner needs to maintain a disaster plan. The plan helps you and your staffers know how to respond in the case of an emergency that may cripple a business location, destroy critical infrastructure or potentially harm employees. If dont have a disaster plan, create one. That way, if someone steals your computer, the pipes burst in your server room or an earthquake destroys your studio, you will have instructions regarding what to do.

Be sure everyone in your company is aware of the plan and understands what they should do in case of emergency. Doing so will protect the lives of your staff and the future of your business.
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Sustainability

Much of this book has focused on ensuring that your business is sustainable - that it will endure over time. But it is critical to also think about the social and ecological impacts of your business, and how those impacts will be felt by society.

This isnt just about using 100 percent postconsumer waste recycled paper, soy inks and wind power to print your clients business cards or using solar power to power the server for your clients web application. Factoring sustainability into your work product is just one layer youll need to consider in running a world-changing business.

HOW DO I HOLD MY DESIGN BUSINESS ACCOUNTABLE TO THE WORLD AT LARGE?

The extent to which you consider sustainability a part of how you run your design business resides on three basic levels: within the work that you create for your clients, within the clients you choose to work with and within your collective efforts to contribute to people and the planet.

Many businesses now cleave to triple bottom line (TBL) accounting practices, which require managers and leaders to consider the health of their business not as a personal profit-generating scene, but as an organism that lives within an ecosystem full of interdependencies. Read through the following and consider how these factors might apply to how you run your business.

People (human capital)

TBL businesses carefully consider what labor is required for work, by whom, and where - and whether those laborers are treated fairly within an equitable work environment and their local community. A TBL business would go beyond selecting vendors that match a series of baseline standards (such as avoiding use of child labor or limiting overtime practices) and devise ways to materially give back to their communities in a manner that could support social and educational services. Tracking compliance and efficacy in this area, especially when working with vendors and partners overseas, may require working with third-party independent auditors.

Planet (natural capital)

In this area, the ecologic footprint of any products or services is considered, with the ideal outcome that any products or services have been produced with a cradle to grave lifecycle in mind. This means that, wherever possible, the business is considering how to reduce, reuse or recycle what is tangibly produced - and eliminate dangerous chemicals and toxins, as well as wasteful materials as by-products of any form of manufacture. Such a mind-set can also be applied to energy use from renewable sources.

Profit (economic benefit for all)

Without some form of ongoing revenue in excess of expenses, most businesses fail to thrive - even nonprofits! But take a moment to consider how the people around you profit as well. What fiscal benefits do your clients, their customers, your customers, partners and suppliers, and other businesses and organizations receive as a result of how you run your business? Are they supporting you, while you may not be supporting them? Is there mutual benefit that could be provided back to the world?

I WANT MY BUSINESS TO BE MORE SUSTAINABLE WHERE DO I START?

If youre about to start a design business, consider what decisions you can make early on that support how you want to contribute to people, the planet and profit. Make those decisions visible to everyone in your business, as well as your clients, so all parties involved can be held accountable.

In order to understand how to do this, I spoke with Corbet Curfman, creative director and principal at Riverbed, a graphic design firm that specializes in brand strategy and sustainable design practices.

How did you make your business more sustainable?

When I first started, I created policies to describe how I wanted to go about conducting my business in a sustainable way (purchasing program, general operations, that sort of thing). The easiest part for me was understanding who I wanted to work for and the work I wanted to do for them: I wanted to help good companies be successful at doing good work. That was the entire reason for the existence of my company in the first place.

I turn down work that doesnt meet my companys standards. I need to have a good understanding of how the work I do potentially will impact others. The B Corp certification has a good model for this, and it closely matches the kind of organization I want to have.

The harder thing to tackle was my companys environmental impact. I knew most of the right things to do and was doing most of them, but I did not know how to set up metrics to track them. I had a professional work with me to create an Environmental Management System (EMS). This centered on greenhouse gases and my companys carbon footprint.

The EMS covers several aspects. Aspect 1: Direct use for the company, Aspect 2: Purchase of the embodied use for the company, and Aspect 3: Downstream effects by our projects for a client. This is broken down into three main components: transportation, energy and materials.

Im still working on ways of tightening my system and improving it. That is the whole point, after all. No company has all the answers and does all of this perfectly. We are all constantly working on it. That is why you set up metrics, so you can understand how youre progressing and keep working toward your goals.

What were some ways you tightened your system?

The materials are the easiest things to tackle. It is a matter of reduction, reuse and recycling. I track my exact expenses, so I can see how much Im buying or not buying. I set up guidelines for things I do buy in my purchasing program: avoiding toxins, buying free trade and carbon free. When Im stumped by a new product, I refer to the handy iPhone app Good Guide.

We are lucky in Washington state that most of our energy is produced through hydroelectric power, but it still is important to reduce as much as you can. This has a twofold benefit. The more you reduce your energy and help the planet, the less you are spending on it. I can track this right on my energy bill each month. I can also decide to pay a certain fee to offset my carbon. This might seem a little like greenwashing, and to some degree it is, but this money goes directly to building renewable energy sources. The more people who participate in the program, the more options we will have. Then theres a better chance for building greater amounts of renewable energy in the future.

The crux is transportation. My car is my biggest habit to conquer. I track my miles in the car and track my time spent traveling in all methods: automobile, public transportation, biking and walking. After working hard at it, three years after my business started, I find the majority of my travel is through public transportation. Im creating a new habit. My traveling time has increased significantly, but I think its actually helped my business. The extra time has become dedicated to thinking, reading or researching.

So far, all of this refers back to my own companys environmental and social impact. These are all of the things that I have the most control over, but in the grand scheme of things, they make less of a dent.




Choose where you draw the line, and stick to it

Stop designing for the symptom, says Designers Accord founder Valerie Casey. A lot of design work focuses on making the problem easier to stomach, rather than tackling its problematic source. Valerie recommends experiencing your businesss own by-products. As an example, she suggests carrying around all your noncompostable trash collected in one week. Read more about this at www.fastcompany.com/1595167/designers-accord-seven-principles-for-interactive-action/





Why is that?

I think that a designers best chance at making a difference is in his selection of the clients he works for.

In order to look at the influence I can have with my clients, I created a report card. It tracks most of the things I do for a client project Im working on from a resources perspective. The report covers:

The goals for the project: Purpose, audience, restrictions, life span, requirements and social impact or benefit

Operations: Travel, resources and time

Life cycle: Media, materials, sourcing, end use, size, awareness and innovation

Specifications: Printing, paper, ink, coatings and bindery

Each of these sections has a scoring system. This way, I can tell how it relates to other projects that are similar. In some ways, the scoring system becomes less important than process itself. The report card forces me to consider these details for every project and to look at ways of improvement and innovation. It also creates an opportunity to talk to my clients about ways to improve the thinking behind the project.

The more I can relate to my clients what factors are involved, the better they can understand the choices to make. This is an ongoing tool to bring awareness and education to my clients and to keep myself on track.

Legal

WHAT SHOULD A DESIGNER KNOW ABOUT LEGAL ISSUES?

While it may seem like we are defying the laws of nature when brainstorming compelling design solutions, when it comes to running a design business, we do have to consider the legal implications of our actions. What follows is a list from Steve Baty, a principal at Meld Studios in Sydney, Australia, of the things a studio owner should consider from a legal perspective.

Its worth having the same lawyer review your client agreements, insurance policies and your employment/contractor agreements to ensure theyre all aligned, Steve Baty says. You dont want to agree to a clause with a client that effectively voids your insurance or isnt being met by your own staff.

Supplier agreements with your clients and vendors

Anytime a client signs a contract with your firm, you are legally obligated to follow it to the letter. If you need to change the terms of the contract, you must document those changes and seek their approval with a change order. The same rules apply for how your vendors work with you. (See Contracts and Change Orders.)

Employment agreements

When you hire a new employee, they should agree to a set of rules and conditions that govern their employment and provide you with the appropriate rights to terminate their position based on nonperformance. Your agreement should be reviewed by a lawyer to ensure you are following all applicable local, state and federal laws. Anytime you hire a freelancer, they will need to sign a similar agreement. In the United States, certain states allow employment at will, meaning that its pretty painless to terminate an employee. But be aware that laws in some places, especially overseas, require extraordinary measures to fire an employee for nonperformance, so extra care in the hiring process must be taken to ensure that employee will be a good fit.

Insurance

Businesses are required by law to carry certain types of insurance. (See Insurance.)

Copyright and intellectual property rights

Clients will often want to negotiate what rights they - and the design studio - hold over work created during a project. Design studios should avoid work-for-hire agreements, which force a designer to assign her authorship of a copyright to the client. Instead a designer should license the appropriate rights to use the work to the client when payment is made in full.

There are a few other points I would note here, says Steve Baty. Be clear about the use of preexisting copyright, intellectual property (IP) and materials you bring to the table, and your ability to continue using them. Try to avoid agreements that would allow your copyright to transfer into the hands of a competing design studio for their own use. Finally, it is usually the designers responsibility to ensure that her work does not infringe on the copyright of another party - whether or not its explicitly stated in any contract.

Payment schedules

Any payment schedule outlined in a signed client contract is a legal obligation. If they dont keep to that payment schedule, there are legal ramifications that should be included in the contract, such as an interest charge on the amount due or stopping work on other projects for that client. (See Accounting.)

Exclusivity and non-compete agreements

Clients often want you to sign noncompete agreements. You should have a lawyer on call to help negotiate the thickets of legalese that may accompany a client-provided agreement. Additionally, a studio principal may request that their employees sign an exclusivity or noncompete agreement to make sure they dont poach clients when moving to a new employer.

Taxes

Youre legally obligated to track and pay local, state and federal taxes. (See Accounting.)




What should I look for in a lawyer for my studio?

I asked Steve Baty for details on how his studio handles their legal counsel. This is what their studio does.

Does Meld have a lawyer on call?

We have a lawyer on call to help us draft agreements and review the longer or more problematic agreements we receive from others.

How frequently do you ask for his help?

We find we dont need to call on our lawyer all that frequently, maybe one or twice a quarter. Were more likely to need help when were beginning an engagement with a new client or in response to changes in government legislation. Ive had enough experience with contracts over the last six or eight years that I can catch most of the unbalanced clauses, but its still good to have backup. It helps to have a very clear understanding of what you need in areas such as indemnity, warranties, copyright, intellectual property and termination. Its worth talking these through with a lawyer before having anything drafted and certainly before signing any agreements.

What should a design studio owner look for in a legal resource?

I worked with a law firm a few years ago, as a director at another studio. The firm was very knowledgeable, but overly aggressive. Contract negotiations would drag out, delay the start of engagements and place the client relationship - which had been excited and positive with the winning of the contract - onto very sour footing.

When choosing a lawyer for Meld Studios I looked for someone who was balanced, pragmatic and not out to win. Someone with general knowledge of commercial law, as well as access to expertise (through colleagues) on industrial relations and intellectual property law.
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Confidentiality

Client confidentiality and intellectual property rights must be respected. Even if you havent inked a formal agreement with a client, be very cautious about the information you disclose, even over coffee with a close friend. Theres nothing worse than watching years of effort evaporate in a single post on Gizmodo.

I saw what happened when a fellow designer let slip a seemingly inconsequential detail. His whole world came crashing down.

Roger worked at a printing firm, where he created packaging for software products. As a course of creating the packaging, he was working with products that had not been announced to the public yet. The press releases for these new products would be accompanied by the luscious graphics he created.

He was very excited about one particular design. While playing video games with a friend, Roger mentioned the name of the software product and when it would be released. He also said that it was confidential information and shouldnt be shared until it was publicly announced.

In such situations, we often feel like there is a strong social contract for friends and family members to keep within the cone of silence. Rogers friend, however, betrayed his confidence and wrote about their conversation on his public blog. This quickly snowballed into worldwide knowledge of the release, including posts on leading technology sites. The clients lawyers descended like vultures. The situation constituted a violation of his nondisclosure agreement (NDA) and confidentiality agreement, due to that single mention of his work to a single person. The client felt that the leak had cost them their competitive advantage.

And Roger? It cost him his job.

You could argue that such leaks really arent that damaging. Press releases can be fired off in a matter of hours and advertising campaigns spun to dispel market perceptions within a week, but to change course on a multiyear project is often impossible without taking a huge fiscal loss. When hundreds of thousands of people subscribe to TechCrunch feeds and a single tweet can cause Oprah to respond, you want to be sure that what you say in the market puts your best foot forward, not into your mouth.

Stick to the following rules when considering what can be shared outside of your immediate work team.

In todays hyperconnected internet culture, where unprotected computers and servers are regularly hacked, confidentiality is critical.

HOW DO I KNOW WHAT INFORMATION I CAN SHARE?

Different types of disclosure can be written into your contracts with your clients. Review your confidentiality agreements with your clients and agree to clear rules about who may have access to:

• Names of companies youve worked with in the past

• Names of companies you are working with now

• Names of companies you are discussing working with in the future, as part of your new business process

• The names of people working at your business (aka recruiter bait)

• The types of projects you are fulfilling and in which media

• Discrete design examples, from raw process work to fully executed designs

Be crystal clear about what those rules are, and dont diverge from them. They may create a host of oblique, uncomfortable conversations at dinner parties, but youll be secure in protecting your clients interests. I make up strange code names to refer to projects when I talk to my wife about work. It makes the confidentiality issue slightly more entertaining, at least for her, and it prevents me from slipping up when were out.

Joanne works at a company where employees can disclose what clients they work with and what kinds of projects they are working on, but they are not allowed to share any work in progress - concepts, detailed designs, prototypes - until the projects go live. Since many of their projects run two to three years, this allows them to openly discuss what theyre working on with prospective new clients.

Contrast this with another designer I know, Laurie. She cant tell anyone outside her firm about her clients, her project work, the types of work they create and so forth. None of her work can be displayed in her portfolio, if she were to interview for a new job, unless the client has given her employer explicit approval.

Remember: Even if you didnt sign an NDA/confidentiality agreement, be careful about what you do share. If a client asks you to keep something they tell you in strict confidence, treat it like confidential information until they say otherwise. Be a businessperson of your word.

And prepare for your boundaries to be tested. People from outside your company and/or client organization might be aware of the project youre working on. At one point in my career, I was stunned when a friend who worked for one of my clients revealed over coffee several details about my own project for them. She was in a completely different department than the one working with my firm, and she had no idea that I was involved with the project. And yet, she knew things that had been discussed in boardrooms where I knew that very clear rules regarding confidentiality had been established. In that situation - and Im sad to say that its happened a number of times since then - I followed the confidentiality rules established with my client, friend or not. No cup of coffee is worth it.

HOW SHOULD MY CONTRACTORS AND VENDORS COMPLY WITH MY CONFIDENTIALITY RULES?

When working with vendors or subcontractors that have to handle confidential information, make sure theyre bound by the same agreements you are. Stories abound of printed material, fresh off a printing press and sitting in pallets for shipment, then photographed with a camera phone and posted to the internet. Such behavior should not be tolerated. The same rules apply for an interactive project in beta. Keep your sites or applications password protected until the client approves the project to go live.

The same rules apply for any freelance or contract talent that may help you on a client project, even after theyve moved on to another company. No posting of the work on Cargo Collective. No Tumblr posts. No sharing of the work of any kind.
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CAN I VENT ABOUT MY ONGOlNG PROJECT IN PUBLIC ON MY SOCIAL NETWORKS?

When out with co-workers decompressing after a long day, dont mention client names or characteristics. After a few cold ones, it may not seem like a big deal, but you never know whos sitting in the booth behind you.

The same rules apply for anything that you say or do on the internet, especially social media. It doesnt matter if your Twitter feed is locked and your privacy settings for Facebook are at DEFCON 1. Inevitably your client will see what you say and do - even if theres no way you think they can access it. Remember Roger! Information can be copied and reposted in a matter of seconds. If its tantalizing, it will be shared.

EVEN IF I HAVE NO CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT, DO I NEED TO ASK CLIENTS BEFORE PROMOTING A PROJECT?

Ask for permission to promote projects postlaunch. This is a good business practice that eliminates embarrassing conversations where a client asks you to pull a project from your website. Even better, work these details into your contracts so there are no surprises.

During the new business process, treat everything a client shares with you as confidential - even if you are only discussing a hypothetical project or negotiating a handshake agreement.

WHAT SHOULD I DO TO KEEP MATERIAL ON MY COMPUTER SAFE?

Compartmentalize your work on your computer. Dont risk exposing critical information about your clients and your business. Dont leave a clients job up on your screen when you have to step away from your desk at work, and dont leave it on a computer desktop in public or in client meetings. Place client work in folders that do not appear on your desktop. Close your email before delivering client presentations from your machine.

Always lock down your mobile phone and/or tablet with a password if youre receiving client calls, texts or email on them. Set up your phone to self-destruct after a set number of failed password attempts, and make sure it has a remote wipe capability in case its stolen. (This happens more than you think.)

HOW SHOULD I PROTECT INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY THAT I PASS BACK AND FORTH WITH MY CLIENT?

When working with highly confidential information, be very aware of what is passed via email and by what types of email accounts. Forwarding files via email can increase your risk of exposing confidential information to an outside party. Try not to use third-party email services for critical client information - instead use secure servers and encrypted file transfer protocol (FTP) services, which require users to log in with a user name and password that can be tracked. Most corporations will require you to use secure servers that are accessible whether youre utilizing an office network or youre accessing a virtual private network (VPN), which encrypts information transferred between your computer and the server if youre using Wi-Fi on the go. An email can be forwarded without any way to easily track it once it leaves your business, while every download from a server can be logged.

For any email or log-in, use strong passwords with numbers, special characters and caps/lowercase digits. If youre using password protection on documents, dont send them in the same emails. Instead communicate them separately to ensure that if an email account is hacked, the files cant be utilized. If youre posting your work on secure cloud services, be vigilant regarding whom has access to that shared information. Tidy up when projects are completed.

Delete files that you pass between computers from storage media. Dont leave around USB keys, off-board hard drives or memory cards from digital cameras that may contain sensitive material. Lock them away in a secure location. Some companies dont even allow portable storage devices.

Names and identifying characteristics have been altered to protect the confidentiality of the individuals and companies mentioned in this chapter.
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Culture

Culture is everything people in a design business do that supports the process of making work happen. Culture can create joy for designers, while improvements in process can facilitate profit.

A studios culture is not created solely by the business owner. For a design business, culture is generated from ongoing contributions and discoveries from both studio owners and employees. With this in mind, the following pages cover the building blocks of design studio culture - some of which the business owner can invest in, and others that staff can generate in order to create their ideal working environment. A healthy studio culture draws equally from both sides.

These building blocks are divided into two groups: hard building blocks and soft building blocks. Hard blocks are realized through a budget, meaning that you can allocate money and time for them as part of business overhead. The soft blocks can be created through the decisions employees make over the course of their daily work, life and play (with less material investment by the owners).

Both types of building blocks provide emotional and material stability to employees in the face of ongoing work challenges, and often clients, family and the general public perceive them as ingredients of the companys brand.

Design studio culture is critical for employee happiness, for recruiting the right people to join your team and even for defining your brand. Dont discount its importance in the face of just getting the work done.

WHAT ARE THE HARD BUILDING BLOCKS OF DESIGN STUDIO CULTURE?
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The Building Blocks of Design Studio Culture. Great studios are able to balance all of these factors as part of their day-to-day operations.

Type of work

Type of work is one of the largest cultural building blocks of any studio, as the majority of the time in any studio is spent immersed in the work.

The kinds of customers selected by the business owner, the design disciplines practiced by the staff and the way projects are delivered by the team all contribute to the excitement that motivates employees and owners when they start work every morning.

What follows are the questions you should be asking yourself before the phone rings and prospective clients ask you if youd like to take on a project. Your answers, and how they may overlap (or not) with your staffs answers, will help you better understand where you can take your studio portfolio.

Customer types

• What industries do you want to work with? As an example: Health care or consumer electronics?

• What size of client do you prefer? Working with small companies or only the Fortune 100?

• Are you working with for-profit companies? Are you focusing on opportunities from the nonprofit sector? Or are you interested in working with start-up firms?

• How deeply are you entrenched in helping shape your clients business? Are you a strategic partner, or does the client see you more as an executional vendor?

• What types of brands are you seeking to work with? Small, hip local companies? Or older, established international firms?

• What ethical stance do you take on certain types of clients? For example, working with a religious organization may not be considered appropriate for some studios, while others would jump at the chance.

Discipline and practices of design

• What types of design does your studio want to practice? Print design? Interactive? Industrial? Environmental? Service?

• What tangible things do you want to generate? One of the benefits of designing products, environments and brand systems is that every project generates physical evidence of your efforts. When creating interactive products or online advertising, that may not be the case. You may blink and miss it.

• On what scale do you want to operate? For example: If your firm focuses on branding, do you want to create simple identity systems or the kind with hundreds of moving parts?

• What other disciplines would you like to partner with? For instance, an interior designer may work with an architecture firm to design a retail space.

Style of delivery

• What size projects do you seek? Do you prefer short-term projects, or would you enjoy working on an engagement that lasts years?

• Are there specific delivery processes you prefer over others? Some designers like to work in a controlled waterfall-style project process, while others like the close collaboration and constant change that emerges from an agile or scrum-based project process. (See Process.)

• Where are the clients located? Are you comfortable working with clients in a completely virtual manner, or do you prefer face-to-face interaction?

• What level of security do you want as part of the client relationship? For example, do you desire a client retainer, which guarantees revenue at the cost of freedom? Or do you generate revenues from flat fees, causing the staff to regularly propose and secure new work as part of their work life? This can influence the studio atmosphere.

Space

Once you know what kind of work youd like to create, youll need a space where you can make the magic happen. Studio owners must carefully consider the placement of their work space, the studio layout, the use of the studio environment and whether a formal space is even necessary to get the design work done.

A great studio environment has its own soundtrack: the buzz of engaged conversation between designers at their desks, music pumping from shared speakers or the thrum of a lunchtime debate about what local coffeehouse has the best espresso.

Placement

You may be tempted to lease or purchase space in a far away, yet up and coming neighborhood that is great for your budget. However, getting to work shouldnt be hard work for your employees or your clients. Otherwise you are implicitly charging your employees time that they could be using to take care of their wants and needs. Well-placed studios can help support those needs, by being near local coffee shops and restaurants, gyms and yoga studios, public transit or the freeway.

Layout

The layout of a studio helps facilitate the flow of conversation and the style of work taking place. Studio layouts can be open, closed or some combination of open and closed elements.

Closed environments are manifested through cube farms, closed-door offices and conference rooms - areas where people can seal themselves off from others and focus on their work. My first years as a designer took place in studio environments where each designer had his own cubicle, and any ongoing conversations required us to peek our heads over walls. At one point, we joked about sawing holes in the cubicle walls so we could see each others faces without having to stand up. (This was before video chat, mind you.) The layout of the space was a direct reflection of the kind of work that was taking place: production-heavy print deliverables.

On the other end of the spectrum, I have been working the past six years in entirely open studios, with little to no privacy possible unless I exit the studio floor. The complexity of the work product - much of it rooted in designing and developing interactive products and services - requires constant collaboration. An open studio plan encourages ad hoc conversation and a cross-pollination of ideas that otherwise would never see the light of day. However, an open plan also requires pockets of privacy, whether via conference rooms or closed-door war rooms where the staff can work without distraction. Noise-canceling headphones also are handy. Some designers consider them the new do not disturb sign.

Use of environment

Decisions about the use of studio space can have a major impact on culture for both employees and visitors to your studio.

Design Commission leases an affordable studio space within the Tashiro Kaplan Artist Lofts. As a requirement in the lease, part of the design studio must be run as an art gallery. Every first Thursday of the month, the employees have to put on a show as part of a community art walk. Year after year, they have exhibited work from a range of international artists as well as created their own interactive art installations. This activity is also reflected online through a gallery website.

Other examples come from design studios that intentionally preserve a portion of their space for bringing in visiting artists and fellows, running a small retail store or subletting office space to like-minded businesses.
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Use of Environment. Design Commissions studio space doubles as an art gallery. The above photograph shows The Modern Bird, an exhibit of one-of-a-kind birdhouses on display in 2007.

Co-location via virtual spaces

Some businesses choose to forgo a leased office space and work virtually, using by-the-meeting office spaces for face-to-face meetings with clients. In these situations, design teams work from home or from a local coffee shop, connecting regularly through email, IM, phone calls, video chat and online collaboration tools such as Basecamp, Campfire and WebEx.

With the recent increase in drop-in and shared spaces, you can have the benefits of a studio environment on demand - providing the needed infrastructure at a fraction of the cost of leasing a full-time space. Plus, you also get the benefit of having some office mates to chat with.

Amenities

Amenities help create an atmosphere that supports staff as they go about their business. These amenities can help satisfy creature comforts - such as the daily caffeine fix - or encourage the staff to stick around the office, whether to socialize or to stay at work a little longer. (Sometimes both.)

Amenities are factored into the studio overhead as part of the benefits provided to all employees. They may be as simple as free soda and juice in the fridge, or a studio iTunes account stocked with thousands of tunes. They may also include side benefits, such as subsidized gym memberships, a weekly on-site masseuse or free dining for those who choose to work past 7 P.M. Be aware that these perks can say a lot about your firm to potential employees. If you offer free cab rides home after 9 P.M., you might be broadcasting that working there requires staying late.
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Free food and drink. Whether its locally sourced fruits and vegetables as a daily late afternoon snack or ice cream sundaes with chocolate chip cookie dough on the side after a hard week, what does your studio provide to keep your staff well-fed and happy?

Training

Training is a line item struck from studio budgets when cash flow is meager. But both on-site and off-site training opportunities help foster a culture of continual learning. Designers are refreshed and revitalized by information and inspiration from outside their daily purview at work. This can happen in person or virtually, whether by attending conferences and events or taking classes in new techniques or technologies.

Strapped for cash but want to satisfy your staff? Rotate the staffers who attend important events and require them to summarize and share what they learned with the studio.

WHAT ARE THE SOFT BUILDING BLOCKS OF DESIGN STUDIO CULTURE?

Community

All work and no play can make a design team wear away. For this reason, design business owners should carve out dedicated time where studio staff can decompress and grow closer on a personal level.

Community-building activities and social outlets may be designed into the workday by studio management and staff, but ideally they should be realized and enlivened by the staff. Whether movie nights, Friday afternoon cheese tastings or ad-hoc happy hours, semiregular social outlets are often the highlight of a busy week. They become rituals ingrained in the company operations.

When I lived on the East Coast, Wednesday lunch meant Tex-Mex. It was our ritual for decompression. The studio principal would take the last few minutes of lunch to encourage staffers to talk about what was happening in their work and to tap into the creativity of the other designers to help them solve any problems they might be having. (It also made the lunch billable!)

The larger the business, the more these connection opportunities will help define the culture and inspire your staff. The details, rituals and the camaraderie are an important part of frog culture, says Doreen Lorenzo, president of frog, a global innovation firm. For example, coffee time is at 4 P.M. every day at every office. It is a time to pause, maybe grab a bite to eat, talk to someone you havent spoken to, even play a friendly but competitive game of foosball. I often thought that if we took coffee time away we would have the highest attrition frog has ever seen. These small details make it an important reason why people choose to work at frog.
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Philanthropy

While earning money is obviously important for running a stable business, many studios also donate staff time or money toward passion projects related to nonprofit, educational and philanthropic causes. Studios can provide staffers with charity days that they can use individually or in groups. Some studios donate their space or evening hours toward supporting local educational or fundraising events. The costs of these efforts are included in studio overhead and can influence the type of work that a studio receives.

Recognition

Design business owners set the tone regarding how the performance of studio staff and their work should be recognized. The best recognition for your efforts should come from your clients customers. Studio staffers, however, may desire additional praise from their peers, the press or the blogosphere. Some studios take pains to enter competitions, though such efforts can be costly and steal time and attention away from other endeavors.

Also, recognition doesnt have to be solely about the work. The personal passions of studio staff can be shared with the world, as long as you continue to support your studio culture and properly represent your brand.

Leadership

How the studio owners lead a team, as well as how staff are properly trained and supported in taking leadership roles, can have major cultural implications for staff happiness. Not enough leadership, and your core staff may feel adrift. Too much active leadership, and your staff can feel like theres no space in the work (or the studio) for their vision. (See Leadership.)

Challenge

A high level of challenge in client projects can supercharge a studio environment. Smaller-scale, more tactical projects may exercise the staffs skills and craft sensibilities. Tackling larger-scale projects and design problems can provide the studio with new perspectives on persistent issues in the world and give your staff the chance to make a difference.

Additionally studio owners and staff can take on internal projects and initiatives to stay nimble and challenged when the project work isnt as stimulating as they would like. Regular critique of ongoing projects should also challenge designers and studio owners to realize their best work.

Ownership

Ownership is the one of the best indicators of healthy leadership. Ownership is when the staff feels like they have control over their time and their work product. It emerges when business leaders provide their designers with the necessary space to ideate and create appropriate design solutions. It can also arise when a designer is able to imprint her unique perspectives and expertise on any of the cultural building blocks, such as the design of her office space, securing the right type of work, gaining a leadership role, receiving recognition or even coordinating a guest speaker series for the office.

Some design businesses provide incentives for demonstrating ownership around growing studio accounts, such as profit sharing. Staff can also gain an ownership stake in the studio if they stay with the studio for a substantial period of time. However, such monetary carrots might not appeal to everyone, and they should never preclude your staff receiving regular opportunities that align with their evolving passions.

Dont assume that your studios culture will grow organically over time. Leave spaces for your team to tailor the studios physical space and workday to their own interests. Otherwise they wont be able to fully express themselves at work - and over time, theyll be punching the clock with frustration.
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Leadership

What does it mean to lead a design business? Design leaders guide organizations in planning and fulfilling desired outcomes for their clients - and they grow their designers in the process.

The real definition of design leadership, however, is quite blunt: Design leaders make awesome shit happen.

Leaders at a design business may not be the ones in charge of the day-to-day client management, project management, accounting, bookkeeping and other activities that require deep focus on operational management, but they will always touch those facets of the business, ensuring they support the quality of the creative product.

Hartmut Esslinger, founder of frog, put it best: When we have a concept and people smile, we take the next step. When there are questions, we go back and try harder.

WHAT TRAITS DOES A DESIGN LEADER NEED TO SUCCEED?

A design leader is not the same as a design manager. While managing people may be the most important thing that any design leader does, it isnt the only thing that a leader needs to worry about.

There are a series of traits that define every design leader. How these traits manifest in the day-to-day work flow of a design organization govern the ways in which the organization develops over time. If design leaders arent fully aware of these traits, they can wreak havoc in a smoothly functioning organization.

Has an unquantifiable secret sauce, with vision as its base ingredient

There are many flavors of design leader, but vision is the most important ingredient in how they work with others. Along with vision, a delicious mixture of a leaders innate character, education, talent, hobbies, passions and loves oozes from his every interaction with others. This secret sauce can often be powerful enough to help ensure the quality of the companys day-to-day creative work, as well as the overall strategic direction of their firm and its client businesses.
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Being a design leader requires you to become a master craftsperson in your domain of practice. During this journey, youll gain hard skills as an apprentice designer (such as use of software) and soft skills as a journeyman (such as presenting).
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But during your career, you may gain mastery over several domains. A versatile leader doesnt necessarily follow a linear path. You may need to return to the apprenticeship position in order to acquire new skills. I did this when I moved from print design to interactive.

Connects her vision to amazing ideas from her team

Evidence of a design leaders secret sauce is most present in how she expresses and encourages ideas from her team. A design leader can, within a few seconds at a whiteboard or at a computer, powerfully articulate why these ideas are connected to a stated vision - no matter who suggested that vision. To quote Pelle Sjoenell: No one works for a creative director. Everyone works for the idea. The idea hires us and we go to work.

Enjoys working with designers and clients - as people

A design leader must love working with his clients and staff as people first. In many ways, the people are the leaders work. Leaders must nurture relationships and stoke passions that often live outside the day-to-day work. If you dont help your colleagues realize their potential as people, you may just be a manager of projects.

Functions daily as a behavioral psychologist

As you hire talent and grow a firm, you need the full range of people, from planner to visionary, to force the necessary creative friction that leads to great work without pissed-off employees. To encourage this sort of atmosphere, leaders need a strong emotional quotient. This means you are able to perceive the emotions of yourself and others around you. This aids you both in understanding what motivates peoples behavior and also in using that information to better support them. A true design leader helps everyone care about their work and feel like they have a reason for being there.

Understands her own creative disposition and those of her teammates

Does a designers creativity emerge from the right side of the brain, where lightning continually strikes to create an inspired design solution? Or does the creativity move methodically from the left side of the brain, where beautiful design solutions are honed until the designer achieves a polished sheen? Design leaders know how to adjust their language and approach to interact with these different dispositions, facilitating the appropriate level of discussion and creating the necessary space for success.

Sees from miles to microns

A great design leader travels from the 50,000-foot view, with a full understanding of where projects and clients should be traveling, all the way into the tactical nuances, such as poorly kerned type or a missed detail in a design comp. Along the way, she distills what she sees into effective, actionable perspectives for her clients and teams.

Able to figure out why, or tries

A strong design leader must be able to frame his creative vision in the context of sound business strategy - or collaborate with a client to reshape that strategy. This requires an understanding of how design activities (and vision) can delight customers and earn a profit in the process. (See Strategy.)

Communicates up, down and sideways

A design leader does not need to be present for the creation of every design deliverable. However, she needs to communicate upwards, to her bosses and her clients. She also communicates sideways, to leaders and managers on her level and to their peers in project management, client service, development and other domains. And, of course, she needs to clearly communicate down to the people she manages.

Reach outside of your organization for growth. Ask leaders you admire if they can mentor you or suggest someone who might be a good fit.

Fosters project ownership among peers and clients

If a design leader doesnt give his team enough space, the members of the team wont grow. A strong design leader will calculate ways in which his staff can own key pieces of projects without oversight. Hell also be cautious in how he delivers feedback, careful not to train a generation of order takers. To quote the businessman Tom Peters: Leaders dont create followers, they create more leaders.

Applies steady, constant pressure

A good design leader is invested in outcomes for everyone in her organization. She applies pressure at the right points in a project to propel the team forward. She is willing to tell everyone that the work isnt good enough (yet), and in worst-case scenarios, how to rethink the entire approach. A design leader should be honest regarding trade-offs, compromises and other elements of a given design direction that seem illogical or less than ideal. At the same time, she should use those moments of honesty to help identify what new opportunities may exist that could lead to excellent work. If a leader isnt direct about these issues early enough in a project, she will ruin her own credibility and risk mutiny.

Is brave and always willing to take risks

In our lightning-fast culture, many great ideas can be realized in a matter of weeks. Taking risks is the only way to assure that your idea reaches the world first. As Andy Rutledge said: Risk takers get first choice. All others can pick through the scraps.

However, risks should be taken with the proper information at hand. What sacrifices may be required of your team? What sacrifices might you have to make as well? And can you be an effective leader if you make them? All of this should be assessed before sprinting for the prize.

[image: ]

A design leader has another mountain to climb, beyond mastery of craft. Leaders must balance both creative vision and their fellow creatives talent.

HOW CAN I LEARN TO BE A DESIGN LEADER?

Theres no one true path to becoming a design leader, no clear checklist you can follow to become one in ninety days or less. But when I coach other designers on how to acquire stronger leadership skills, I ask them the following questions, which help them begin designing their journey:

What hard skills do you still need to learn?

Is your growth path hobbled because you havent mastered a basic skill? Can you not sketch an idea on a whiteboard or build a competent slide deck for a client presentation because you dont know how to use PowerPoint? These are everyday skills that need to be in your arsenal, no matter what.

Who will help you gain those skills?

Do you work with people that have the skills that you need? Can they teach them to you? If you cant teach yourself, dont be afraid to reach out to those around you for help.

What domains of design do I need to add to my portfolio?

While its important to have a deep competency in at least one domain of design - whether it be brand, interactive design, industrial design, or advertising - design leaders need a view across a wide range of domains. What domains are adjacent to what you enjoy and would help you have a more holistic understanding of design?

What soft skills do you need to acquire?

Soft skills are what differentiate designers from design leaders. Business writing, public speaking, the ability to read a room, compelling storytelling - these skills come from practice and active mentorship from other leaders.

What ingrained behaviors might stand in my way?

If you hate standing up in front of people and speaking, you cant go to Toastmasters and improve instantly. As people, our behaviors are very slow to change. It takes constant attention to adapt, but in time, we will be rewarded.




The six Cs of creative leadership

Much like a kung fu disciple, who must climb the tall mountain peaks in order to find the secret dojo where he can learn a particularly rare fighting style, many design leaders must mature in their craft before they can realize their leadership skills under the right mentor. Some of these skills are not easily teachable. They are behaviors that a design leader must infuse into his daily work habits.

At the same time, a design leader must be aware of the same skills and behaviors she is trying to grow in the people that she manages. These behaviors, which serve as a concise summary of what weve discussed in this chapter, are as follows:

Leaders conjure compelling design work in their own right, when pressed into service.

Leaders communicate actively, with rational and emotional intelligence. As a result, co-workers and clients want to communicate with them.

Leaders coax stellar work out of their teams by creating space for creativity to flourish. This space is protected, so incursions by clients or organizational politics do no harm.

Leaders compel their teams to realize a vision, no matter who suggested or informed that vision. The best leaders know how to suss out internal motivations as encouragement, rather than external pressures.

Leaders cajole through critique, by asking the right open-ended questions at the correct time to encourage the flourishing of great ideas. The leader can also choose to hold her tongue, allowing other people to lead.

Leaders cheer their teams on, both within a design organization and publicly by promoting their work. Leaders should inspire through endless enthusiasm and engagement. To quote designer Brian LaRossa, Earnest interest and excitement can be a contagious remedy for low morale.
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Accounting

When considering the most critical functions of a creative business, cash flow often falls by the wayside. With a looming deadline, our minds focus on whats right in front of us: The design work that needs to be completed. Get it done, pronto!

But if you want your daily efforts to support a design business, youll have to do more than make the work sing. Satisfying the needs of your clients and their customers is a must. If design isnt profitable, then its art, says Henrik Fisker.

For this reason, the practices of accounting and bookkeeping, while not part of your day-to-day design duties, are critical business functions that you need to accommodate. Accounting activities should be scheduled like clockwork as part of your weekly, monthly, quarterly and yearly business activities. If youre responsible for your studios finances, then you need to be aware of the assets, liabilities, cash flow and profitability of your business on an ongoing basis. Otherwise you may be putting the stability of your business at risk.

DO I REALLY NEED TO CONDUCT THE ACCOUNTING FOR MY BUSINESS?

The owner of a design business doesnt have to do all of the bookkeeping work. But she must be aware of how her books are being maintained. The owner of the business is liable for whats listed on the balance sheet.

Every design business that Ive worked at has had either an accountant on staff or one hired outside of the company to aid the owners in managing their books. But that doesnt mean those designers fully delegated all accounting activities and knowledge about their business cash flow to an outside party. To quote Nancy McClelland, an accountant in Chicago who specializes in helping out small and medium-size businesses:

Starting off right means finding a good accountant to be part of the team. That person should be able to set up your company and your books in a way most appropriate for your industry and your plans for growth. And they can do more than just set things up; they can train you or your staff to handle the books in-house, if thats appropriate. They should check in every month at first, and eventually every quarter to calculate your estimated tax payments and to assist with things like sales taxes, licenses, operating agreements and payroll.

     Having someone as a go-to source for questions after everything is set up is essential. But theres no reason that most small businesses cant handle their own day-to-day bookkeeping and more, with proper setup and training.

In talking with many owners of design businesses, I found that Nancys advice holds true. What follows emerged from a series of interviews and co-presentations with David Conrad, studio director of Design Commission, an interactive design studio in Seattle. David and his accountant gave me a guided tour of the activities and tools he uses to manage the high-level finances for his ten-person studio.

The information provided here is for reference only and should not be substituted for the advice of a trained accounting professional.

WHAT WEEKLY ACCOUNTING ACTIVITIES SHOULD A DESIGN BUSINESS CONDUCT?

The owner of a design business should be reviewing the following financial information on a weekly basis and taking action where appropriate. This is likely to be facilitated through bookkeeping software such as QuickBooks, which can generate a majority of the reports and views described here.

Individual project reports

An individual project report describes the budget for a project in both time and materials. By comparing the budget to actual expenses, you can see the burn rate on an ongoing project, i.e., a measure of how much work has been completed on a project per staff member, plotted against the timeline provided in the estimate.

Burn down is most frequently visualized in chart form, so the design team can see trends in time utilization at a glance. A burn down chart can help studio owners identify if a projects time budget is going to run out before the project ends - a key indicator that the team is working too hard, the project scope and deliverables are not being controlled or the agreed-upon project estimate was not accurate. These charts can also help managers gauge which staffers are burning hot, i.e., they are using overtime hours for their current tasks and need support.

Of course, all of this project reporting is for naught if staffers dont fill out their time sheets accurately. And be aware of the true margin that youre protecting beyond meeting hourly estimates. Im always careful to make sure that Im taking our padding, or contingency amounts, in account here as well, says David Conrad. If a project is on budget, make sure youre conscious of whether thats the internal estimated effort, or if its eating into your contingency.
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Individual Project Reports. Some agencies use project management or time-tracking software to generate these reports. Others have internal systems theyve devised, from low to high tech. The above screenshot is an example of a project report from the online time-tracking tool called Harvest.

Aging summary

You cant just send an invoice to your client and expect a paycheck back a few days later. There are specific actions you should take as a business owner to make sure you can pay your employees, keep the power on and cover the amount you paid out of pocket for that expensive client lunch.

You can track the ebb and flow of accounts paid and received through an aging summary. This is a simple tool in which you list which clients have outstanding accounts in monthly increments called buckets.

An aging summary may seem like common sense, but many freelancers and studios neglect to manage incoming receivables at this level of detail and keep it all in their head. If youve never used an aging summary, its good to start using one immediately, and make sure its in a place that you can refer to regularly. In this example, created by David Conrad, hes highlighted in red the key areas where a story has emerged from patterns in past-due payments:
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Aging Summary

Are you allowing invoices to go unpaid past sixty days?

The longer it takes a client to pay, the less likely you are to actually get paid, says Conrad. Also, getting even a little bit of money out of a client can be helpful if you need to bring in a collection agency at a later point. A collection agency is more likely to collect if there has been past payment from that client.

Additionally you have to be religious about sending your invoices on time. You should send your invoices no later than the Friday following the completion of a project. If the project is delayed, then invoice the client for the amount due per your contract after forty-five days.

You have to be a little careful here because you need to schedule out those projected payments from clients based on either past experiences with payments from them or gut instinct about when youll get paid, says David Conrad. Just because one client is at ninety days and another is at thirty days, it doesnt mean that youll receive the later payment first.

Are you withholding credit if the client has a poor payment history?

How did you end up doing new work for MegaCorp or Mom-n-Pop when they both have an outstanding invoice thats almost three months past due? In such a situation, try to bring the client into a payment plan. Include as part of the terms and conditions in your contract that any past due invoices will freeze new work until all invoices are paid in full.

Are you providing a discount if the client pays early, within the first thirty days of receipt of invoice?

Cost cutting has become so ingrained at some companies, they may have policies that require early payment if they can receive a discount. This can work to your benefit if you set your rates appropriately and it helps limit the overall aging of client invoices on the books.

Are you keeping in contact even over small sums?

LittleCo, LLC may have only $100 on the books with you, but sending a client letter at the start of every new thirty-day period can be the prod that facilitates a faster payment for any outstanding invoice. These client letters or statements can be sent directly from software like QuickBooks.

Have you communicated to your client that nonpayment is unacceptable?

In the case of Mom-n-Pop, youre in a bad position because youve agreed to do work even after you havent been paid for three months. You must notify your client in writing repeatedly (and politely) that payment is due, and what happens if its not received.

Are you asking for payment up front?

Should you extend a client credit for small sums or ask them for payment in advance of getting started? Always ask for something up front, says Conrad. If nothing else, it will serve as an indication of that clients relationship with money and an indicator of things to come.

How you handle up-front payment is important, as you havent really earned it until youve delivered the corresponding contracted services. Nancy McClelland suggests two ways of handling it: negative accounts receivable or client deposits. She says: Its not income until its earned!




What should I do if a client doesnt pay me?

If a client doesnt pay you for services rendered, communicate before you litigate. You have options.

Be sure theyve approved everything in writing

The proof is in your trail of records. You should ask for appropriate signatures on everything that could be considered legally binding: Your design contract, change orders and approvals for design deliverables that are directly associated with payment. Both my firm and the client countersign contracts and change orders. Im old fashioned about requesting most approvals in writing.

If there are minor changes in scope or in your payment schedule that are discussed via email, ask your client to formally say, I approve this change via email before committing to the new scope or schedule. And speaking of email: Keep all emails between you and your client. You should document any installment payments received from your client. Along with notes taken during client conversations, these details are your protection if a client declines or withholds payment at any time. If you dont have these records, its your word against theirs.

Be consistent in how you provide invoices to your clients

Clearly label an invoice overdue. If your client hasnt responded to your invoices, call him. Ask him when payment will arrive for your services. If he hedges, discuss some payment options he may consider. These may include:

• A longer-term payment plan (with interest)

• Taking out a loan to pay for your services (with interest)

• Payment via credit card, rather than cash (mindful of anyprocessing fees that come with this route)

Be persistent in reaching the people responsible for payment

If a client isnt immediately responsive, being creative can help inspire a response. This may mean reaching out to accounts receivable or to your clients boss directly. Send a reminder fax, with a letter outlining where their business is in the payment process. If youre close by, see if you can schedule a face-to-face meeting on a range of topics - your payment among them.

Be able to negotiate fair compensation if they lack cash

If you reach your client and he simply cant compensate you monetarily for the services youve provided, are you willing to forgo cash payment for things of similar value? Will he consider a trade? Will he let you take equity in his company in return for what they owe?

Be clear about the consequences for nonpayment

If the above fails, or the client completely stops communicating with you, your next step is to hire a collection agent. An agent may be able to claim a fraction of your fees on your behalf. If she cant, your lawyer can craft a simple letter that outlines how the client is in breach of your contract. If youve gone this far down the path, however, its possible your client is filing for bankruptcy protection. If youre lucky, you may receive pennies on the dollars owed to you, as designers are often one of the last creditors in line.

Be willing to mediate before you litigate

To protect yourself from having to take anyone to court, consider including a mediation clause in your contracts. If the amount owed to you is more than what would qualify for small claims court, this will save you from serious legal fees. But if youre asking for hundreds of thousands of dollars in fees, mediation or binding arbitration may not be as effective as dislodging the money owed to you through a discussion between your lawyer and theirs.

If youre lucky, such a situation will never come to pass.
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Pennies on the dollar. This is a bankruptcy claim distribution check from Entellium, a client of David Conrads design firm. Entellium filed for bankruptcy protection after completing a major project, but only paid a small portion of the design fees after the filing.





Cash flow projections

Its not enough to simply track the cash you are expecting from your clients. A cash flow projection will allow you to understand how much money you will have banked for your business to use over the coming months. Any cash flow projection should include at least the following information, listed on a week-by-week basis:

Total Income

• How much cash you have in the bank right now

• Your total accounts receivable, including whats been invoiced to your customers and is listed on your aging summary

Total Expenses

• Accounts payable, such as payroll and associated expenses, health insurance, retirement account contributions, payroll taxes, workers compensation and other benefits and subsidies required by local, state and federal law

• Fixed overhead costs, which may include rent and utilities for your work space

• Debts payable, inclusive of any lines of credit or credit cards being utilized for business expenses

• Miscellaneous expenses that werent budgeted for, but may be considered necessary, for running your business

• Your profit margin - make sure you always account for profit in your fees and expenses!

Subtracting your total expenses from your total income will tell you how much cash you will have in the bank on a weekly basis. Projecting this information across a few months will give you a sobering indication of your overall business health, and it will allow you to adjust your business tactics to pursue outstanding accounts or new business opportunities.

Be aware, though, that the method you choose for tracking your income and expenses can influence your projections.

If you choose to use the cash accounting method, you will not record any income in your books until youve received the money. Youll withhold from recording expenses until youve paid them.

If you decide on the accrual accounting method, you will record income when you provide services to your clients, not when you receive payment for those services. The same holds true for recording expenses - you record them upon receipt of the service or product, not when you have paid for them.

You should ask your accountant/bookkeeper which method is most appropriate for your business, as each has advantages and disadvantages. (While youre at it, have her walk you through how to incorporate noncash expenses, such as depreciation of office equipment.)
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Example Cash Flow Worksheet. Cash flow describes how money moves into and out of a design business. A studio owner needs to track cash flow on many levels, including as a measure of overall business health and how each client project is fulfilled, invoiced and paid on time. On paper, a design business can look like it is performing well, while in reality no actual cash is available due to late payments from clients, poorly managed capital expenditures coming close to foreclosure or the bartering of design services for nonmonetary goods and services - per the worksheet above.

Work-in-progress (WIP) worksheet

Unlike an aging summary, which describes what has been invoiced, a work-in-progress worksheet includes work that your firm has contracted but not yet billed to your client.

As you begin to fulfill this work, its progress will be summarized on an individual project report. And as you invoice the project, any contribution to agency revenues will be projected as part of your cash flow. This is helpful because its a way to make sure you dont miss invoicing something, says David Conrad.
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Work-in-Progress Worksheet

Opportunities worksheet

An opportunities worksheet is where a studio owner keeps track of future revenue that may be earned from new business efforts, including proposals currently being reviewed by existing clients and possible new clients.

Remember that anything you list on your opportunities worksheet is theoretical revenue! You wont close every opportunity presented to you. This is also called a pipeline report, as studios must nurture a steady flow of potential opportunities to keep their business running.

For Design Commission, I like for the value of opportunities to be somewhere around four to five months of operating income, says David Conrad. Since half of those opportunities wont materialize, and some will likely shrink in billings by the time they are contracted, you want to make sure you are filling your pipeline with enough opportunities to support future expenses.
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Opportunities Worksheet

WHAT MONTHLY ACCOUNTING ACTIVITIES SHOULD A DESIGN BUSINESS CONDUCT?

Every month, a studio owner must step back and take a longer-term view regarding her studios performance against her financial goals. Some of the activities every design business owner must conduct follow.

Review and send client statements

What happens if a client doesnt pay their invoice on time? They receive a client statement, which consists of the following:

• What invoices have been sent to the client

• When those invoices were sent to the client

• When the balance of the original invoice was due

• How late the payment is, in thirty-day increments

• The overall amount owed to you, as well as which previous invoices have been paid and when they were paid

Sending out client statements is important, as they provide your client with the necessary impetus to pay a past-due invoice. If you ever enter into mediation, court or collections because of a client who wont pay you, the client statement is a critical document to prove that you gave them every opportunity to pay for your contracted and fulfilled services.

The processing and sending of client statements can be automated based on the bookkeeping software you use. Sometimes your direct client isnt the one paying the bill, so a client statement serves as a great reminder for them to speak with their accounts receivable department.
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Sample Client Statement

Profit and loss statement

A profit and loss statement represents the finances of a business over a given period of time, most typically year to year. In the sample profit and loss statement shown here, many of the same expenses and income details from the weekly cash flow projection are shown. The critical difference is that instead of looking forward, a profit and loss statement provides a recap of how your businesss finances have performed over time. It also goes into more granular depth about the types of revenue and income gathered over time. (Remember: This varies based on whether youve chosen cash or accrual accounting methods. Your software can help you keep track.)

The most important number for any studio owner is net income, which is the bottom line of this statement. The net income is divided among business partners/shareholders of the organization and will be taxed.
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Profit and Loss Statement
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Balance Sheet. In the above chart, the Total Liabilities must equal the Total Assets - thats the basis of what makes it a balance sheet.

Balance sheet

A balance sheet represents the overall value of a design business. There are two primary areas listed on a balance sheet: assets and liabilities/equity. The assets and liabilities/equity should always be equal. One of the best things about accounting software is that it forces your balance sheet to balance, says Nancy McClelland. Doing this manually is almost impossible.

Studio assets

Total assets represent the current strength of a business. The more money a company has on hand, the better off it should be.

The assets section of a balance sheet describes the total amount of cash that a design business has on hand as accounts receivable, as well as the depreciated value of any material or fixed assets the firm owns, such as computers, furniture, software and other items. (If you make and sell products as part of your design business, your inventory will be included here as well.)

Liabilities and equities

This portion of a balance sheet outlines liabilities, which consist of credit cards and credit lines that have been extended on behalf of a design business, and equity, which is measured in retained earnings and distributions to owners/shareholders.

Equities represent the profitability of a business over its lifetime, says David Conrad. You are looking for big, positive numbers. Distributions represent the amount of cash the partners have drawn from the business. This does not include payroll figures, just the distributions taken. The methods of distribution change depending on whether youre running a sole proprietorship, a partnership, an S-corporation or other type of business.

Look at your budget

Once a design business owner has had a chance to review the above statements and a balance sheet, she should review both her year-over-year and month-to-month financial picture, gauging whether the business has been meeting its goals. This will allow the studio owner and her staff to make minor or major adjustments in their current business activities.

WHAT YEARLY ACCOUNTING ACTIVITIES SHOULD A DESIGN BUSINESS CONDUCT?

The primary year-over-year activity every studio owner should conduct, without fail, is to set realistic goals. Goals can take a number of forms, all of which have some impact on your financial performance. Here are a few goals that may be part of your arsenal:

• An overall increase in profitability

• An overall increase in yearly revenue

• Change in overall composition of work (i.e., client mix)

• Increasing client retention

• Improving staff retention

• Adding additional benefits

• Reconsidering utilization rates for the studio and individual employees

• Adding new staff or capabilities in order to reach the above goals

It can help to summarize your goals: Next year we want to grow the studio by X number of people, increase revenue by XX percent, and add X benefits 

WHEN SHOULD I PAY MY TAXES?

As part of your accounting business responsibilities, you will have to pay taxes to the federal government, your state government and in many cases your local government. Your taxes will vary by where you live, how you choose to account for your income and a host of other factors. As a rough estimate, plan to put aside at least 20 to 30 percent of your revenue for tax payments.

Dont ever pay taxes late or leave calculating what you owe until the last minute. In the former situation, you risk penalties, and in the latter situation, you might not have the cash on hand to pay the taxes.

Keep six years of tax records on hand in case you are audited. Dont include the current year when you count to six.

IS THIS ALL I NEED TO KNOW ABOUT ACCOUNTING?

Thats probably more than you ever wanted to know about accounting - and it was only a quick peek into what youll need to know if you want to run your own design business.

If this seems a bit over your head, go out there and find that professional who can take care of your accounting needs. Select the appropriate bookkeeping software and an accountant to support your business. You wont be sorry.

And if you already know everything there is to know about accounting, it never hurts to have a professional on call in case your finances dont add up.
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Hiring

If youre looking to hire people for your design business, these are words you should remember every time you interview a candidate:

Ownership

The number one reason people will come to work at your design business? They can lay claim to a piece of it. If you cant offer a prospective employee an area they can own, then you wont retain them over the long haul.

Title

Many people are motivated by title more than a huge salary increase. The value of that title, both in terms of potential experience to be gained and its role as resume fodder, must be weighed in the negotiation.

Fortune

Earning a good salary is important, but the value of a paycheck may be subordinate to ownership and title. The sweetest deal you can provide any designer is the ability to maximize potential earnings through increased ownership and title. Would you rather be a war-tested senior designer earning $85,000 a year or a newly minted creative director starting at $80,000 a year?

Skill

Perusing candidates design portfolios is one way to gauge their skill. Another is to carefully screen your candidates through in-depth conversations with their previous co-workers or managers. For certain disciplines of design, however, you may need to provide your job candidate with a chance to show how he thinks through and solves problems. One way to do this is asking the candidate to work through how hed solve a design problem in the interview. For me, this is the only way to test candidates sustainably, especially in Germany, where labour displacement (after a short trial period) is strictly regulated by law, says Sebastian Scholz, leader of the Munich office of Ergosign, a usability agency.

Growth

Is there potential for growth in the role you are offering? Will mentorship or training be provided? Will the employee acquire skills on the job to further grow his talent? And will roles be available for him to grow into as a potential long-term reward?

Desire

At different points in their careers, designers will have unique motivations. A junior designer may just want to get her foot in the door, no matter what. A senior design leader might want to understand you and your business in great detail before negotiating whether she would be a good fit. But if youre sitting in an interview explaining to a candidate why he will love working at your company, you may be deluding yourself. The candidate should have the desire to work at your company and the ability to explain why.

Personality

Portfolio is an important consideration, but quality of execution wont matter if your work style and personality dont mesh with the talent you hire. You want to recruit people who dont think exactly like you, who are passionate about their work, who are equally passionate about preserving space for their personal life pursuits, whose skills exceed yours in crucial areas where you need support and whose personality type is compatible with those in your studio. Though it may sound like hippies, in some small agencies applicants have to be approved by all existing staff, says Sebastian Scholz. Not sure if someone is a good personality fit after a few interviews? Ask them to take a personality test. You wont be sorry.
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Ego is bad for business. It can negatively influence your studio culture. If you detect a whiff of ego from a candidate, carefully measure if you should hire that person. Like perfume, ego can diffuse itself into your business and make everything stinky.




Should you offer benefits?

If youre a business owner, read this:

Dont complain about the ballooning costs of health care premiums, or how many billable hours youre sacrificing in order to provide sick leave. Find a way to manage these costs as part of your studio overhead. If you dont, you may fail to retain your best employees or attract new hires.

Whether you like it or not, its your responsibility to provide your staff with benefits that will help keep them healthy and safe. You arent the only one who needs to plan for retirement. If you avoid these responsibilities, you need to ask yourself: What kind of business are you trying to sustain in the long term? One without people?

If you are a hired gun, read this:

See above. Even if you are not provided benefits as part of your current employment contract, you should include the cost of health insurance premiums in your operating overhead. If you were ever to have a catastrophic health issue, you will need a net in place to protect yourself and your business.*

If you are an employee of a design business, read this:

Demand the best benefits to support you and your familys health and happiness: Health care, a health savings account, a flexible spending account, the appropriate amount of sick leave, a 401(k) retirement plan and so on. Bolster your argument by pointing out which benefits map to the type of culture the studio owners are trying to cultivate.

* If you live in a country where health care is provided to all citizens, this may not apply. Lucky you.
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Freelance

I heard this from a friend who wanted to leave his full-time job as a graphic designer: I want to work as a freelance designer, so I wont have to do any of this design business stuff.

Wrong! Being a freelance designer means that you are a design business consisting of one person - an agency of one. This has been confirmed by the designers I know who are successful in running their own studio practices, including Luke Mysse of CrossGrain Studio.

What follows are excerpts from a conversation I had with Luke about the unique challenges and opportunities that designers face when they choose to work as a sole proprietor of a studio.

Being a freelancer is not just about being creative

Twenty percent is creative work, eighty percent is the business side of it. Managing clients and managing their expectations. Many freelancers lean toward the creative, but you have to push through and learn about the business side of things. Thats the difference between someone who is good at freelance work and someone who just scrapes by. Its about how you deal with the client, find work and sell yourself - its not just about creating the work. You need to decide if you do creative work or if you are in the business of selling creative services.

Position yourself based on your strengths and what you love to do

Know who you are. What excites you? Whats your bent: artistic and creative, business and strategy, or your marketing side? Consider using the StrengthsFinder 2.0 book by Tom Rath. Schools support the artistic creative, but they should be focusing on your strengths as a person first, then as a designer. Everyone can be the next Saul Bass, the design schools say, but the truth is most people arent going to be that good, and you need to find your place in the market. If you have an artistic bent, you may be better as a hired gun.

Dont feel like you have to be good at everything

For me, the less I know and the more I can lean on others to do stuff, awesome!

Should you get a job before you freelance?

I tell people if theyre thinking about working on their own, they should spend five years working for someone else. They should pay attention to how the boss runs the business side of things, how they sell the work, how they manage their clients. This is the stuff you likely didnt learn in design school.

Know what excites you

As a freelancer, if you figure out what excites you, the creativity takes care of itself. The more I get excited about the clients Im working with, the better I am at creating things visually for them. Then the design is really easy. Otherwise its brutally hard. I dont have an understanding of why were doing it.

I dont create something just for the sake of creating it. I have to have an understanding of why were doing it. Thats why Im spending more time as a business consultant. Before, whether theyd paid me for learning about their business and clientele or not, I had to do it. Now I tell them I have to be paid for it.

Mature into what youre best at, then focus on it

Three years ago, my studio lost 85 percent of its revenue. It was the second time around, and it stung a lot more because it created a situation where I had to figure out what was wrong. It was the only time in my career where I said, I need to do something with my business model. I took three months off and met with my mentors. In the process, I discovered that sitting in my office doing design work wasnt the best use of my ability. Rather, [the best use of my ability] was when I was talking with clients and the people that I work with. Other people reflected that my business thinking was what was best in our relationship and that was why I was hired.

This sent my studio in a whole different direction. Design was sucking the life out of me, and I didnt know there was anything else I could be really good at. Now my focus is more on knowing about my clients businesses and desired outcomes. I dont care about perfecting a design to get it into a magazine. If my work makes my client money or grows their business, then I get excited.

Know the what and the when

To run a creative business, you have to conduct the following four activities: planning, administrative, marketing and creative. As a freelancer, youre not going to fulfill just marketing and creative activities. You have to plan your year. No one should look back at how much the client was able to spend in the past and forecast the same or more for their next year.

With regard to operations, you have to do the billing, keep track of your hours, organize your week so you have time to focus on work and meet with clients. Save a full day to focus just on your business stuff. I tend to only meet with clients on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

Create an advisory board for your business

I have an advisory board that I meet with every quarter. The board consists of another designer, a friend, a salesperson, a guy with another company Im part of, and an ex-CFO, whos my main mentor. They are there to support me. I lay out my personal finances, business finances, pipeline and what Im doing with my marketing. I think every freelancer should have some people they talk with once a month or a quarter. A group setting is better than a one-on-one situation, because if theres only one other person, I can talk my way out of things. If I gather all of my advisors in a room, theres nothing I can do but listen. A lot of my financial planning and advising for my business happens in that setting.

If its a round of uncomfortable squirming in a chair that gets you to do what you need to do, then its worth it. One of the reasons Im exercising and eating better is because my advisory board wouldnt let me continue discussing my business issues until I had a physical and worked out some ongoing health issues. These last few years have been amazing, thanks to their input.

Dont become too attached to your ideas

If youre not willing to let your ideas die, youre always going to be butting heads with clients. Youre not going to make it as a businessperson if youre not willing to say, I did my best, and Im moving on 

Clients can shoot down ideas or be difficult to work with. As a freelancer, that rejection can destroy some of your creativity. You have to figure out a way to separate yourself from it. If you dont want to live with some of these situations, you should consider being an artist and getting a corporate job. Im good at my job, and Ill state my case of why I designed something a certain way. I will argue with a client to a point, but at the end of the day, I have to ask for the sake of what?

It makes you ask, Why do I work? Its so I can be home with my family, work on fun side projects and ride my bike more. So, find good clients who you can do great work for, and dont get too emotional when they kill an idea.

Vacation

WHEN SHOULD I GO ON VACATION?

The question should be: When should you not go on vacation?

Take a recent trip I took to Oahu, Hawaii: Standing in hip-deep salt-water, the cloud-streaked sky forms a wheel over my head that the sun pierces through. This cove is protected enough that I can see my feet clearly, toes sinking into coarse white sand. As I listen to my breath, colorful fish swirl between my legs, their bodies turquoise marbled into orange. Light refracts upon the ocean floor, undulating like cellular life pulsing inside a microscope.

By degrees, I continue to inch my way outward until the perceived chill tickles my belly button, tenses my shoulder blades. This is the only way I know to acclimate myself to the cold Pacific, beyond plunging my head below the waves and absorbing the immediate shock. Looking back toward shore, I can see my friends in the shadow of a hotel - weve poached a few feet of sand. Cleverly they had designed an improvement on the beach towel by pulling taut a fitted bed sheet, then filling the corners with sand to keep it in place.

Bobbing in the ocean, calm and fully unplugged for the first time in almost a year, my body begins to remember what it felt like before the past few months of solid design work. Yes, so much was accomplished in those late nights, those turn-and-burn trips. And yet here, illuminated by the sun, little of it seems important now. In the ever-overlapping jigsaw puzzle of project work, I had forgotten what made me  me.

The most important thing is to be able to enjoy your life without being fooled by things, Zen Master Shunryu Suzuki said. And yet we are fooled so easily. In the heat of our daily work, seeking to maximize every hour invested in the act of making things, hoping to treat our clients and our employees with respect, we lose ourselves. Perspective vanishes. Sleep is cheated. Food is wolfed down between emails and client meetings. Social and family engagements are rearranged due to last-minute emergencies that spring up like those perky pests in a Whack-A-Mole game.

The life we bring to the things we make vanishes in the summer heat. You bought your ticket to Burnout City, and you didnt even know how much it would cost until you arrived. Now, what will it take to leave?

Yes, your business is part of your life - and it is what you make of it. But dont let it make you. You are not putting yourself into it. You are letting it become what it needs to be, like a bonsai tree that you cultivate because you enjoy encouraging its growth. The tree is not you, and you are not the tree. But you are shaping each others lives equally.

But this is only one tree, whether your business is your life or a thousand livelihoods. If you are responsible in how you cultivate it, then you also cultivate yourself.

The sun sneaks out from behind a cloud. Its reflection in the water is dazzling. I plunge a hand in, let it spill through my fingers. My wife looks up at me from her book, smiles and waves, beckoning me back to shore.
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If you take your work everywhere you go, you wont get anywhere. Set clear boundaries around your time when youre off the clock.
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Bringing It Together
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Bringing It Together

As youve seen throughout these pages, there is a constant tension between the demands of your business - receiving monetary reward for your level of effort - and the knowledge that what you make has some form of meaningful impact. As design business owners and leaders, we wrestle with certain fundamental questions: What if I cant earn a living running a design business? Am I going down the right path? Does this work make me happy?

Exactly how do you balance the competing demands of sustaining a profitable business with a joyful design practice? Use the worksheets on the following pages to determine what your ideal design studio experience should be like. David Conrad and I devised them, and we hope you can use them to better structure your design business to support what you love. Profitably. (Download the worksheets at www.SBDBook.com)

[image: ]

The Elements of Design Studio Experience
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Download this worksheet at www.SBDBook.com
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Download this worksheet at www.SBDBook.com

THE ELEMENTS OF THE DESIGN STUDIO EXPERIENCE

There are five key elements that are necessary to create a stable design business. By working your way from the bottom up, youll better understand how structure your design business to support your goals. Fill in the chart above with the elements that will help define your studio. There isnt much space to write on the worksheet, so strive to be concise.

Activity: determining your design studio philosophy

If you dont know where to start in forming your design studio philosophy, try this exercise. Its okay if it takes a few days to work through this - youll know when its right. When you make important personal or financial decisions, it will serve as your North Star.

1.   Write down what you do now as a designer. Sort those tasks into two categories: what you enjoy doing and what you dont like to do. Then, create a new category for things you want to do as a designer in the future. These can be your professional and personal aims, as well as new areas of interest youd like to explore.

2.   On sticky notes, write down the major themes and values that you see emerging from the content of this chart.

3.   Distill the major themes and values into a philosophy for your creative business. Try to keep this to a few words - e.g., Design to guide a better society - not a manifesto.




Philosophy

One of the definitions of philosophy is: The rational investigation of the truths and principles of being, knowledge or conduct. A designers studio should have an underlying philosophy that dictates the day-to-day values of your business practice. Many designers make intutive decisions regarding how they earn their money (their design studio as a business) and decisions regarding how they spend their time (their design studio as a practice). But when they arent able to describe this philosophy clearly to their peers and co-workers, they put their studio at risk. These shared values are the critical foundation that encourages long-term success.





Customers and staff

Once you understand your philosophy for your business, youll need to consider who will support it. This includes the customers who will work with you to realize products that they desire, as well as employees or partners who will strive alongside you to create their best work.

When youre considering adding partners or hiring employees, try to foster the right overlaps for philosophy and goals for your business. However, make sure your skill sets dont overlap too much. That way, youll get traction on studio growth and create your own spheres of influence.

When hiring customers - yes, we hire them, just as much as they hire us - you should always consider how their goals and needs match the philosophy of your business. If you spend too much time generating work that isnt aligned with your business philosophy, there will be little joy in the work.




What organizational model should my studio use?

An organizational model describes how your studio employees work together: how tasks are delegated to people, how people collaborate to complete projects and who supervises the work to make sure its great. It should be a reflection of how your studio earns revenue - the mix of types of work and products created for your customers - and of your studio philosophy.

What follows are some of the more common organizational models for design studios, and some new ones that are emerging. (For examples of these models, go to www.SBDBook.com)

Chain of Command Model: At the top of the pyramid, the boss. The rest runs more like an assembly line.

Coaching Model: The principal stands back and lets the studio teams drive the client work and the business.

Associate Model: Staff can take a stake in the business and its long- term growth.

Incubator Model: The business revenue is split between project work and creating products/services to sell to customers.

Hybrid Model: The studio can mix, match and experiment with different projects and products, emulating different models as needed.





Activity: What studio culture would you like to create?

The activity on the next few pages will help you answer the following questions: What can your staff do to create their ideal studio culture? And how can that culture align with everyones desired working environment?

Here are the rules:

1.   On the next spread, list what cultural building blocks you currently have in place as part of your studio.

2.   Consider, based on what you (and your staff) want to do in the future, what new building blocks might increase joy. Add them to the worksheet.

3.   Highlight which cultural building blocks you could give to others to increase their sense of ownership.

4.   Have other team members do the same thing.

5.   Merge all of your ideas together and implement what the majority of the staff want. Delegate ownership to those who want it.




Culture and Process

Culture and process are joined at the hip. Studio culture is everything people in a design studio do that supports the process of making work. Process is a shared awareness of how to conduct a design project as a team - staff, clients and vendors working in concert to fulfill the right activities, at the right time, to create the right desired outcome without burning through the entire budget.

Process is a beast that slays many a project budget, leaving design teams at odds with their studio management masters. To know where and when to employ the appropriate business process for a client request, and then to collaborate with a design team to define the right project approach to yield design awesomeness, requires mindful effort on the part of all parties in a design studio.

While process can aid a design studio in gaining profit, a dynamic studio culture can create joy for staffers and help provide stability in the face of ongoing work challenges.
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Studio Culture Worksheet

Date:

Hard attributes

Space

Is your space large or small? Open or intimate? Minimalist or crowded?

Amenities

Do you have the latest technology? Free snacks? Season tickets to the game?

Training

Do you support ongoing technical training or offer training workshops?

Type of Work

Customer

What industries do you work in? What is the size of a typical client?

Domain

What type of design do you provide? (e.g., industrial, branding or interactive)?

Project Style

Short-term projects or long-term projects? Waterfall processes, or agile and scrum processes?

Soft attributes

Community

How do people mingle in the studio? Craft nights? Happy hour?

Philanthropy

What opportunities do employees have to give back to the world?

Challenge

Do employees feel challenged to do good work? How are they challenged?

Ownership

How does the studio provide employees with a feeling of ownership?

Leadership

Who are the leaders in the studio? Are they managers or staffers?

Recognition

How are great work and passionate effort recognized? Awards or contests? Are employees publicly recognized?

Download this worksheet at www.SBDBook.com
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Market Need and Capabilities

Clients may hire designers to create beautiful design work, but it takes specific capabilities for studios to be able to generate that work effectively. This can go far beyond hiring another designer, developer or a client services professional. If a design business is looking to expand capabilities, they will need to add new forms of talent and unique third-party partnerships to their overall set of studio resources.

Conversely, whether you love designing greeting cards or hot-air balloons or websites built on Ruby on Rails, you need to consider the market need for your services. Many designers have found their niche by focusing their attention on a specialized domain, such as creating book covers or conducting user research on how people are using mobile applications. The Holy Grail for any design business is a defensible niche paired with an endless market need.
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Creating a task inventory. In the example above, an interactive designer began to itemize tasks as part of his skill set. These skills were then organized according to project life cycle in the chart on the next page. Red type denotes the designers current sweet spot in his skill set. For more on this activity, turn the page.
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Mapping skills for a design studio. This chart shows the various skills an interactive design studio may use when fulfilling projects. The color coding indicates what skills have been most utilized and most lacking, per the capabilities mapping activity outlined on the previous page. (Adapted from Skillset.org.)

Activity: How do I assess my studio capabilities?

Any design business must assess on a regular basis whether the services and products they offer remain attractive to their customer base, and they must potentially shift the core capabilities of their organization - as well as their partnerships and vendor relationships - to meet new and emerging demands aligned with their philosophy. Heres an activity to help you determine what skills and roles you may need to hire for your business in the future. It functions as a studio capabilities map:

1.   On a sheet of paper, write down all the tasks you can fulfill with your current skill set - from soliciting new business to closing out a design project. If youre doing this for an entire staff, do the same thing for each of your employees.

2.   Note what you (and your staff) are really good at. Highlight it as a sweet spot for a particular skill.

3.   Add to the list a second column with the skills you havent acquired yet but want to in the future.

4.   Add a third column with all the skills that others currently do, either in your studio or as an outsourced task.
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5.   Map the skills on a chart, organized by the life cycle of your current studio process. The process of how you fulfill projects from a skill-based perspective progresses from left to right. In the example shown on the following page, the hexagons on the left are activities associated with commissioning interactive projects. The hexagons in the middle and to the right flow through the design and development process.

[image: ]

6.   If more than one person in the studio has a skill, mark it as such in the corner of the hexagon. If no one in the studio has a particular skill, but there is a hexagon present, this may be an area to grow skills or continue to outsource.

Redo your studio capabilities map every three months to assess growth in your current studio skill set against what specific skills your projects and secondary lines of business may require. Look at examples of the output from this activity on the following pages.
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Mapping capabilities for Design Commission. The capabilities map above shows how an interactive design studio forecasted - based on their 2009 staffing - what specific tasks their current mix of employees supported. They also used this assessment to identify gaps for future staffing needs. The map on the page below shows how the company increased their studio revenues through two new lines of business (a physical product and a licenseable software product), and how the overall composition of capabilities provided by their staff and third-party vendors needed to evolve. A need to ensure quality control required greater oversight by full-time staff, which pointed to hiring another designer.
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Download this worksheet at www.SBDBook.com
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Product

Whether youre providing traditional design services or bootstrapping your own products and services for direct sale to customers, you are making products for customers. This product is the end result of the services that designers provide. Whenever I show our companys design portfolio to someone else, whether designer or nondesigner, I make sure our philosophy is evident in the work. We should be proud not only of the product we create, but also the process by which we created it, the profit we generated along the way and the impact our work has had on the world. Otherwise were left wondering what we might have sacrificed along the way.

One important way to ensure quality of product is through regular, rigorous critique. Critique is a language that every design studio leader must master - the ability to explore through word, sketch and action the various qualities of a series of design compositions. Well-employed critique can add immense value to ongoing project work and serve as a potent differentiator for design studio output. When poorly considered, however, sloppy critique can demoralize a creative team, sending a creative idea into an tailspin. Ideally critique should be about focusing, shepherding and protecting potent ideas. To quote Pelle Sjoenell, executive creative director of BBH LA:

The creative directors relationship with the idea is unique. Its a combination of three professions - a politician, a farmer and an assassin. The politician handles the multiple stakeholders of the idea, traditionally pursuing different agendas. The farmers part is to nurture the idea so it can grow from interesting to awesome. This means identifying which add-ons, or fertilizers, will make the idea better and which will hurt the crops. Lastly, the creative director needs to be able to shape-shift into an assassin  isolating any threat against the fragile idea and putting that threat to sleep forever. http://bbh-labs.com/creative-direction-vs-creative-selection




Pursuing new products can demand new staff

Be aware that the composition of your studios staff, technology infrastructure and partnerships with other firms and vendors may change radically as you diversify your business from a professional services model. Regularly reevaluate what staff are necessary to support new products and their long-term growth.
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Activity: Are you staying on track?

After youve determined the elements of your design studio experience, make sure you conduct the following assessment every three months:

1. Ask

For each activity that youre conducting as part of your design business, ask yourself:

• How does this activity bring me joy as a designer?

• What profit do I yield from conducting this activity?

• What stable structures have I devised to support the creation of joy and profit through this activity?

Rate each activity on a scale of one to three. A rating of three means you are doing great in that category, while one means you arent. You can also enter in new activities that you might want to add to your business, but there will be little to no profit or stability associated with it at first.

2. Evaluate

Based on your ratings, determine whether you have a desire to maintain each activity youve outlined. Write the reasons why. Consider what would need to change if you were going to try to increase the amount of joy, profit or stability for activities that you want to continue maintaining. This is also where you can plan how new activities fit into the mix.

3. Act

Over the next month, make changes based on your reflections above. Then monitor their impact on your business and adjust over the next two months. After three months, youll be ready to go back and start this process over again.

Use the scorecard on the following page spread.

Going through this process may require you to make some tough choices, including scaling down or even closing your business for other opportunities. Dont let the pain of change stand in the way of a much better future for you, both personally and professionally.


Progress Evaluation Worksheet

Date:

ACTIVITY/MARKET SERVED:

Joy: 1, 2 , 3

Profit: 1 2 3

Stability: 1, 2 , 3

New activity?: Y / N

Desire to maintain?: Y / N

Why?

ACTIVITY/MARKET SERVED:

Joy: 1, 2 , 3

Profit: 1 2 3

Stability: 1, 2 , 3

New activity?: Y / N

Desire to maintain?: Y / N

Why?

ACTIVITY/MARKET SERVED:

Joy: 1, 2 , 3

Profit: 1 2 3

Stability: 1, 2 , 3

New activity?: Y / N

Desire to maintain?: Y / N

Why?

Download this worksheet at www.SBDBook.com
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Resources

If you want to learn more about the topics addressed in this book, the following resources will continue you on your journey into design business.

Benun, Ilise and Peleg Top. The Designers Guide to Marketing and Pricing: How to Win Clients and What to Charge Them. Cincinnati: HOW Books, 2008.

Berkun, Scott. Making Things Happen: Mastering Project Management (Revised Edition). Sebastopol, California: OReilly Media, 2008.

Carnegie, Dale. How to Win Friends and Influence People. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2009.

Cialdini, Robert B. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (Revised Edition). New York: HarperBusiness, 2006.

Crawford, Tad. AIGA Professional Practices in Graphic Design, 2nd Edition. New York: Allworth Press, 2008.

Faimon, Peg. The Designers Guide to Business and Careers: How to Succeed on the Job or on Your Own. Cincinnati: HOW Books, 2009.

Fisher, Roger, William Ury and Bruce Patton. Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (Revised Edition). New York: Penguin, 2011.

Foote, Cameron S. The Creative Business Guide to Running a Graphic Design Business (Updated Edition). New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2009.

Fried, Jason, and David Heinemeier Hansson. Rework. New York: Crown Business, 2010.

Granet, Keith. The Business of Design. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011.

Graphic Artists Guild. Graphic Artists Guild Handbook of Pricing and Ethical Guidelines. New York: Graphic Artists Guild. 2010.

Holson, David. The Strategic Designer: Tools & Techniques for Managing the Design Process. Cincinnati: HOW Books, 2011.

Maeda, John and Rebecca J. Bermont. Redesigning Leadership. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2011.

Martin, Roger L. The Design of Business: Why Design Thinking Is the Next Competitive Advantage. Boston, Massachusetts: Harvard Business School Press, 2009.

Mintzberg, Henry, Joseph Lampel and Bruce Ahlstrand. Strategy Safari: A Guided Tour Through the Wilds of Strategic Management. New York: Free Press, 2005.
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Balance Sheet as of December 31, 2012

Total
ASSETS
Current Assets
Bank Accounts
Checking Accounts 30,000
Saving Accounts $15,000
Tax Savings $5,000
Petty Cash $525
Total Bank Accounts $50,525
Accounts Receivable
Total Accounts Receivable 38,650
Fixed Assets
Accumulated Depreciation ~$75,000
Computer Equipment 65,000
Furniture $8,000
Leasehold Improvements 6,000
Software $10,000
Total Fixed Assets $14,000
Total Assets $103,175
LIABILITIES AND EQUITY
Liabilities
Credit Cards $2,000
Bank Premium Credit Line 10,000
Total Liabilities $12,000
Equity
Capital Stock 1,000
Retained Earnings 5128535
Partner Distributions -$387,898
Net Income $349538
Total Equity $9L175

Total Liabilities and Equity $103,175
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New Site (Project lifespan)
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Timetrame  Project iespan Hours 4177
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Project  SteDesign Amount  $1,000,00095
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18.75 remaining
Toual People Hours. Hours Left Budget
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The Elements of Design Studio Experience
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Task Win Plan  Design Build  Check Deliver Measure Meetings HourlyRate Total Hours

CreativeDirection  8hrs  4hrs  4hrs  4hrs  4hs 4hrs  Ohs  8hs  $170/hr 36hrs
Art Direction 2hrs  2hrs  8hes  8hrs  8hes  8hrs  Ohrs  8hrs  $120/hr a4hrs
UX Design 2bis  40hrs  20his  20hs  d0hrs  Shs  Ohes  8his  $120/hr 105 hrs
visual Design 4hrs  1shrs  40hrs  20hrs  10hrs  Shrs  Ohrs  8hrs  $100/hr 102 hrs
Content Strategy 2his  20bes  20his  10hes  20hes  shs  Ohes  8hrs  $120/hr 85h
Front-End Development Ohrs b 20hrs  60hrs  40hrs  40hrs  Ohrs  8hrs  $120/hr 172hrs
Back-End Development Ohrs ~ 8hrs  40hrs  40hrs  40hrs  20hrs  Ohrs  8hrs  $150/hr 156 hrs
AccountManagement  20hes  8hrs  20hrs  20hes  20hes  10hes  ahs  shis  $20/hr 10 hrs.
Project Management  12hrs  10hrs  20hrs  40hrs  40hrs  24hrs  i6hrs  ghrs  $120/hr 170 hrs
Testing Ohrs  Ohrs  Ohrs  20hrs  40hrs  20hrs  Ohrs  8hrs  $100/hr 88 hrs
Total
20%Pad

Grand Total
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