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Context

This playbook is the result of a one semes-
ter graduation project as part of the Stra-
tegic Product Design Master program at
the TU Delft. The project was performed
in collaboration with the creative agency
Unplugged in Amsterdam. The purpose
of this project is to deliver a clear and ac-
tionable guide for creatives to optimally
manage their client relations. For myself
this holds a lot of importance as through-
out my education and my personal life |
have spent a lot of time thinking about
and iterating upon how | manage my rela-
tionships. Now as a creative this becomes

even more interesting since you often
work with clients who themselves have no
experience with design and creative pro-
cesses. So the challenge to create clarity
and persuade the client of implementing
what has shown will have positive impact
on either people or planet (with the nec-
essary profit opportunity of course) has al-
ways been top of mind. However, during
this graduation project | did not pursue
my passion alone. Therefore, | want to
thank my supervisory team Rebecca &
Giulia, my company mentor Stein and ev-
eryone at Unplugged!
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Process

The Double Diamond method was ap-
plied to create this playbook. The dis-
cover phase entailing a literature re-
view on Service Design, leadership and
agency - client relationships. The define
phase built on 13 interviews that lead to
a relational network defining the problem
space relevant to Unplugged. Using the
develop phase to gain more theoretical
knowledge on relationship approaches
through literature research using sources
such as The Trusted Advisor book by Rob-
ert M. Galford and Strategic Design book
by Giulia Calabretta. Combining this with
practical knowledge from long term con-

sultants of different fields:

Jeroen van Erp - Fabrique

Roderick Martens - Makerstreet
Boris Jocking - Koos Service Design
Jan Willem van Leeuwen - Avanze
Human Development

Lawrie Mclaren - BCW Global

The playbook thereby delivered contain-
ing a synthesis of all information gath-
ered to resolve the problem space as de-
fined for Unplugged (relevant to creative
agencies in general) and guide creatives
through client relationships for maximum
impact.
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Impact

The objective of the strategy playbook
is to provide creatives with the mindset
and approach to increase their impact,
improve their relationships and grow as
people. Hereby, focusing on the essential
aspects that come into play with regard
to creative agency - client relationships.
Designers are not directly taught these
skills and methods which leaves them un-
prepared for factors that can negatively
influence their relationships and thereby
the value and quality of the work. This be-
ing crucial for creatives as there is often a
large knowledge gap with the clients.

This advice assumes the designer or cre-
ative reading it intends to have a positive
impact on people and/or planet factors
alongside profit. Meaning that they are
not purely driven by the goal to increase
revenue. The second assumption is that
the reader has the capability and will to
deliver quality work as perceived by the
client and colleagues.

Only then can the strategy playbook be
of true value to creative(s) (agencies). Em-
powering them to lead organizations to-
wards a brighter future!



Triple bottom line

Planet Profit

Planet Profit
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This playbook is meant for agencies or
creatives who seek to improve their client
relationships, internal management and
growth. In order to do so follow these el-
ements of the playbook:

1. Define your purpose and communicate
it as explained under the definition.

2. Apply the rule of thumb throughout all
work to grow towards your purpose.

2a. Use the principles outlined to opti-
mally work towards your goals (from pur-
pose backward) as is the first guideline of
the rule of thumb.

Playbook guide

2b. Reflect regularly with the approach to
client relations question cards in accor-
dance with the second guideline.

2c. Measure your impact and adapt or
celebrate based on the results as delin-
eated in the third guideline.

Once you manage to go to work with the
right mindset by making this approach
inherent to your work flow, then you can
adapt the approach and tools to the situ-
ations you experience as they unfold.



The definition

What is your purpose?

The very reason your agency exists

Answering the question of your existence allows you to align visions with clients and
enables you to remain focused on your purpose ensuring all goals below are a little
step in that direction. It is a clear message stating who you are, which is something
people can get behind and work towards. An example of a purpose statement:
Making companies Human-centered



The rule of thumb

Set goals

To work towards your vision/ purpose/ belief
through living by the principles

Reflect regularly

To keep yourself on track
through use of the approach to client relations

Measure progress

To remind yourself of your growth or lack thereof
through use of the impact measurement
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The principles

People make a client

L/ ‘ Get in it for the long run

Q Preach what you practice
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to live by

Be yourself

q I Be vulnerable

| Find common ground
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People make a client

It is all about who is sitting at the other side

» of the table and what context they live in!



Designers are trained to empathize,
which also happens to be a crucial as-
pect for successful client relationships. It
is your job to not only empathize with the
end user but also the client. They are the
paying stakeholder and sole determiner
of value. Therefore, you must set out to
understand their interests and ambitions
(both personal and work related). This will
enable you to align with them on your
similarities while working together. At
the same time, they are part of a larger
organization and thus understanding the
internal politics and corporate culture is
just as important (hierarchy, friends, foes,

processes, etc.). The position of the per-
son or people you work with at the cli-
ent company is also of influence as the
changes you propose need to fall under
their supervision. Meaning, for example,
that proposing an organizational transfor-
mation to a product owner or a five year
plan to someone in a two year position
are highly unlikely to be implemented or
even valued. So use your empathic ability
to understand the client as a person and
the internal workings of the organization.
This allows you to propose a vision that is
desirable and changes that are viable for
the client.
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Get in it for the long run

You are building relationships with clients,
not just doing a project!




For any type of request from a client, if
it be a small project or long term trans-
formation, you need to be in it for the
long run. The best kind of business to
have is returning clients as you can keep
developing on built knowledge and un-
derstanding. You know, that even though
they think all they need is a short delivery
project (insights, product, service), they
would benefit most from eventually im-
plementing an organizational transforma-
tion through collaboration. However, this
takes time. First, you start with the small
stuff and then gradually you can start to
introduce larger visions for change. This
also means that when you finish a project,

you do not cease contact with the client.
On a regular basis you want to know how
it is going, if you can lend a helping hand
or just have a chat about how they are
doing. As one of the most important fac-
tors is personal compatibility/likability. At
some point you will get a call from your
client explaining how they have a new
problem for which they need your exper-
tise. Keep in mind that little things go a
long way and you want the client to feel
special. Overall, your attitude is to be an
advocate for change tailored to the cli-
ent. So invest in the client to earn their
trust as you increase your impact.

17



Preach what you practice




Being educated in design causes certain
things to become logical to the creative.
Say close collaboration, building under-
standing through qualitative analysis,
workshops, brainstorming, Design Think-
ing, ambiguity, complexity, flexibility, etc.
However, if you are going to go through
a design process and only show the client
the end result, the chance of them either
understanding it or wanting it will be criti-
cally low. That is why you need to include
them in the process, have them close-
ly collaborate (ask them questions, do a
generative workshop, brainstorm togeth-
er, etc.) but also teach them the basics.
Prepare them for the ambiguity to come
by explaining the process and clearly de-

fining the roles and objectives each step
of the way. This can take shape through
presentations or workshops. On a larg-
er front, teach them the value of design
and use all the tools at your disposition to
make them understand the necessity for
change through design. This can be done
by showing previous work, storytelling,
scenario writing and use of analogies. Be-
come a Design Thinking representative
(or other specialization) as when the client
climbs the learning ladder, their attitude
towards design will change. This allows
you to take on a more advising role in a
more partnering relationship with larger
impact projects as the client will under-
stand the value of design and trust you.
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Be vulnerable

You are an advocate for change,

20 so have some skin in the game!



It may be more comfortable to follow the
clients lead and fulfill their wishes but that
is not what you stand for. Take the first
step, if it be in the relationship or for the
project. Meaning do something for the
client without guarantees. A good syn-
onym would be to lead by example. The
client is taking a large risk by hiring you
and thus you need to share the risk with
them. Thereby, the creation of one team,
which is ultimately symbolized by the cli-
ent explaining the work to others in the
‘'we’ form, will increase the meaningful-
ness of the relationship and the chance of
acceptance and implementation. Doing
this won't only improve the work quality

and the strength of the relationship but
also your personal growth. Don't be afraid
to ask for help, you might be the expert
but that doesn't make you all knowing,
as this gives the client a sense of worth.
They have a lot to add and all healthy
relationships are built on a bidirectional
flow of knowledge sharing. There is one
aspect to being vulnerable that might be
a little difficult to implement. If a mistake
is made, it is crucial that you take uncon-
ditional responsibility for what happened
and resolve it. These are the best learning
opportunities, so no need to shove the
responsibility aside if you actually want to
grow and earn their respect.
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Be yourselt

You will spend most of your time with your
clients, so authenticity is key!




You are not out to individually prove your
worth to the client. You want to create val-
ue for and with the client while having a
positive impact on all humans involved.
By being yourself you can create an au-
thentic relationship which will last much
longer than any other. However, this also
means expressing your thoughts and
ideas or in other words being open. You
need to be critical and challenge the cli-
ent, they want to hear your opinion! No
one wants a partner that only nods yes.
Besides being authentic, listen and ask

open questions to better understand the
client. A good start is half of the work, so
get to know them right off the bat. In the
end, you are spending most of your time
with the client and you want them to be-
come an advocate for the work you do.
So treat them as a professional and be-
have like one too. By doing anything oth-
er than being honest and critical you are
shooting yourself in the foot. Do, howev-
er, always direct criticism at the project
content, not the people, and clearly steer
towards a common vision.




Find common ground

The way to sway, is to find
a notion of common
understanding and

build your way up

from there.
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This principle is crucial for all whom in-
tend to lead, steer, persuade, manage,
etc. which is necessary if you want to
make an impact. The way in which you
create understanding is by finding the
common ground and working your way
up from there. That is why it is also the
most effective way to convince people.
Similar to a collaborative approach in a
project, you start from common ground
(a place all parties understand) and then
take the others with you on a journey
(your train of thought) to the notion you
would like them to understand. This skill
will serve you in all aspects of life, but as

you are to lead the project and relation-
ship you need to be able to steer it in the
right direction. So whenever a conflict
arises or another form of dispute, try to
ask open questions to understand where
your paths diverge and then explain the
logical relation from there. Applying this
to your storytelling when explaining the
vision for their future to convince them
of its greater value will work wonders. Fi-
nally, speak of your belief (vision) for their
future and provide the how (process) and
what (activities) as proof. Never the other
way around! You are selling a prosperous
future not a process, methods or tools.
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The approach
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When going to work on a project with
a client use the question cards to keep
yourself in line with the principles. The
cards are divided into three groups. The
first six are to be used during the begin-
ning of the project, the second while re-
flecting throughout the project and the
third when rounding up the project and
reflecting after it has been concluded.
Each card corresponds with a principle
which is intended to help implement that
principle in your relationship with the cli-
ent. Thereby, the questions correspond-
ing with one principle build on the other
with each phase of the project. (The cards
can be found in the appendix, to cut out
and place on the following pages or keep
wherever they serve you best.)

project

start

middle

question card

end

@ reflection



Project start

Gather the insights to answer these
questions as soon as possible by asking
the client open questions, discussing to-
gether and looking at the situation from
your expert perspective. Based on the

to client relations

information you gather define how you
will approach the project in accordance
with the principles. Aspects that you do
not uncover or determine at the start of
a project could become an issue later on.

Question cards
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During project

To keep yourself on track throughout
projects, ask yourself these questions
when regularly reflecting. Are the answers
to these questions negative you are most
likely not spending enough time with the

client, not closely collaborating or not
having enough open discussions. So if
that is the case, try to get in closer con-
tact with the client and spend more time
paying attention to what they say and do.

Question cards

® — &
4 &= [

During project

-

L

n

1



Project end

When the project is coming to an end and
afterwards, it is crucial to express further
opportunities and/or set up a clear line
of communication with the client to keep
in touch after the project. If the client has

bought into the vision you have created
together earlier on, going from project to
relationship should flow naturally. Try to
get in contact with people higher up to
allow for larger impact projects.

Question cards
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The impact measurement
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The ultimate measure of progress is
that of the impact an agency makes
towards their purpose. Therefore,
the agency's impact portfolio graph
portrays that impact in number of cli-
ents and the type of client per year.
There are respectively three impact
levels defined; organizational ser-
vice, process and transformation cli-
ents. Each client being placed in a
category based on the highest level
project conducted with them in that
year (gathered from the relationship
impact portfolio graph). The agency
should primarily seek to increase not
the amount of clients, but the level of
impact at which they operate with their
clients as that correlates with growing

relationship, client design knowledge
and roles. Since the focus is to build
the relationships with clients, contact
and lost clients have also been add-
ed. Contact clients being clients with
which the agency communicates but
whom have not payed for a project in
that year. This is cause for discussion
with the creative who is in contact
with that client to see how new proj-
ects can be started. When there is no
contact with a client for two quarters
they are considered a lost client. This
is something that should not happen
and therefore can be used to reflect
and ensure that is avoided in the fu-
ture. (the graph content does not rep-
resent an ideal situation)



Agency impact portfolio

A

Nr. of clients I I I I

Nr. of lost clients

\/
2017 2018 2019 2020

contact clients [l organizational transformation clients
B lost clients B organizational process clients

[l organizational service clients
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The relationship impact portfolio
graph allows for assessment of the
relationship with each client. The cat-
egories are the same as in the agen-
cy impact portfolio graph except that
they now relate to projects instead of
clients. In the (no) contact category
you have light grey for contact, which
represents two-way communication,
and dark grey for no contact with the
client. The time axis has been divid-
ed into quarters and thereby projects
are plotted for the amount of quar-
ters during which they take place. A
healthy relationship is represented by
growth in impact level as the agency
builds the client’s knowledge of de-
sign and the relationship with the cli-
ent. When a transformation level proj-
ect is undergone, the optimal graph
would then show a number of pro-

cess and service level projects being
the realization of that transformation.
Having come this far in the relation-
ship, the growth to higher level impact
projects (larger change/innovation)
recommences as the market and in-
dustry are continuously evolving and
therefore the company should too.
The starting point is informed by the
client’s knowledge of design, as start-
ing with a higher level project without
that is possible, but would require a
meticulous approach to teaching de-
sign and closely including the client
during the project. When not working
on a project with the client ensure you
stay in contact with them. Thus avoid
having to plot a dark grey square for
any quarter. (the graph content does
not represent an ideal situation)



Relationship impact portfolio

transformation project [
process project [
service project (D ]
(no) contact ]
>
1 |2|3|4|1 |2|3|4|1 |2|3|4|1 12131
2017 2018 2019 2020
contact @ organizational transformation project
@ no contact [ organizational process project
@ lost B organizational service project
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The impact level criteria

@ The project scope is to improve on or create a new product or service for

the clients customers

At least product owner level support

The client must implement the new product or service

The client undergoes the necessary internal changes in operations to
provide the new service or product

B There is a delivering/partnering relationship between agency and client

@ This change in offering lays the groundwork (through created client insight)

for organizational process level innovations

Organizational service project
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The project scope is to improve on or create a new process for the client
At least branch/department level management support

The client must run tests with the new process towards implementation

The client undergoes internal changes in people, functions or tasks to

change that process

There is a delivering/partnering relationship between agency and client

The change in process lays the groundwork (through created client insight)
for organizational transformation level innovations
B The implementation of the process informs new innovations on the organi-

zational service level which the client has agreed upon during the project

Organizational process project [
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The project scope is to develop a strategy with the client that advances
them towards a common vision

Top level management support (of given area, region or country when it
comes to global corporations)

The client must undertake steps towards strategy implementation during
the project

The client undergoes internal changes in mindset, systems, methods, pro-
cesses and services

There is a partnering/facilitating relationship between agency and client
The transformation creates client understanding for the need of innovation
through design by learning/applying design tools and methods themself
The implementation of the strategy informs new innovations on the organi-
zational process and consequent service level which the client has agreed

upon during the project

Organizational transformation project [



and now it's
up to you!



Appendix
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The impact measurement graphs

The graphs can best be recreated in the
program that you prefer so that it is easy
to fill them in. However, would you like
to use them in physical form (to hang on
the wall or place at a desk) then here are
the empty graphs to print out on a large
format. Please fill in the agency impact
portfolio graph at the end of each fiscal
year and the relationship impact portfo-
lio graph at the end of each quarter. The
dotted lines in the titles are respective-
ly for the agency’s name and the client’s
name.

The question cards

The questions that are part of the ap-
proach to client relations are placed
here for you to cut out. Please print
these double sided so you get the
front and back of the cards. These
can then be placed in this playbook
or in a location which will frequently
remind you to keep implementing
the principles.
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Who is the client?

Focus on their personal incentives,
knowledge and vocabulary alongside the
company culture, goal and structure. Apply
this to all people you get to know at the client
company that have a say on the work.

Where is this request
coming from?

The answer to this question will shine a light
on the reason why they are asking for help,
thus where the true problem lies.
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Do | understand the
reasons behind client
decisions?

See if you can answer the why question when
the client expresses that they do or do not
want something. This also applies to their

actions.

What do we have in
common?

Make sure you know on a personal and
business level what communalities you have
with the client. This can range from hobbies

to the vision for the client company.

Are we resolving the core
pain point?

See if the client responds positively when
comparing work done to the original
situation. Ensure they understand the true
issue themselves.
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Are our visions aligned?

See if the client is an advocate for the
common vision. Pay attention to signals that
show disagreement with elements of it or the

strategy and find a way to persuade them.



During project During project
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Are we climbing the
internal ladder?

Look to align yourself with people higher up

in the client’s organization who have more say

over resource allocation and implementation
of proposals.

Do the stakeholders
involved experience
resolution of the problem?
Always work on improving the extent to which

they feel the pain, followed by the extent to
which the work has resolved it.
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Does the client see further
necessity for change
with us?

As there is a shared vision, the client should
see you as the ideal partner to pursue it with.
If not, make sure they understand the urgency

and the value of your relationship.



Al
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“"What is considered 'realistic’ today should only
be allowed to influence the pace of the transition,
not its direction.”



By George Kuhfus



