April 15, 2004

Hire a Black Hat
Karen Harris, AIA
Denver

When billing and collection problems rear their ugly heads, there is an obvious benefit to having a person handle these issues who is not directly involved in the performance of professional services and client satisfaction. Unfortunately, this "black hat, white hat" approach is often difficult to implement in very small firms. That is why I always suggest that the first hire (or the first office task to outsource) be in accounts receivable. This person can be extremely part-time—possibly, your accountant, or a controller, or an outside accounts receivable service, or simply a trusted friend. The advantage is that this person can explain and appeal to the client based on pragmatic considerations (e.g., cash flow, consultant invoices, office overhead, and keeping the doors open) so that the project manager can better nurture both the creative process and the client relationship. My very personable, but firm, office assistant is an ace at the process, and she looks good in her black hat.
April 30, 2004

Consistent Billing
Dave Giulietti, AIA 
Portland, Ore.
We have found it convenient to set up our billing cycle to best suit our needs. We bill monthly on each project rather than at the end of a phase. This helps to prevent having too large of an invoice outstanding in case the owner does not pay. We also set up our billing cycle to end on the 25th of each month so that we can get payments near the first of the month to pay our bills. We work on a lot of residential projects and require a small consultation charge when clients ask to meet with us for the first time to discuss their potential project. We have found that this weeds out clients who do not value our time, and it ultimately eliminates those clients who would potentially present problems in getting paid. 

May 15, 2004

The Architect's Offense
Lisa Stacholy, AIA 
Atlanta
Architects are at a distinct disadvantage when it comes to business management. Our educational process does not afford us the time to learn about business matters, our internship process devotes only a small percentage of time to the functioning of office and business operations, and we love design so much that we jump at the chance to do it. The staff at one firm I worked at during my internship joked, "So we lose a little bit on each project we work on. We'll make it up in volume." Rather than heed that advice, I urge you to make notes and develop your own tactics for the Architect's Offense.

May 31, 2004
Evaluating Clients
Judith Wasserman, AIA
Palo Alto, Calif.
Since almost all our clients are one-timers, we cannot afford a learning curve in the getting-to-know-you department. The most important thing we've learned about whether to take on a client who will be difficult or unwilling to pay is to trust our instincts and any scuttlebutt we might have heard. The worst mistake we ever made was to ignore information that a client was manic-depressive. She hired us during her manic phase and refused to pay later. Small Claims Court awarded us only half our fees. Unless you desperately need work, turn down questionable prospects.

June 15, 2004

Zero Tolerance: When to Decline a Client
Tom Shiner, AIA 
Washington, D.C.
There are ways by which I recognize a client with a less-than-respectful attitude toward the architect. I call these my "filters." I am watchful when I interview a new client because I know the professional relationship I am about to establish may extend months into the future and that the well-being of my practice depends in part on how satisfying that relationship is to both the client and me. I look for a substantial understanding on the part of my clients: to maintain respect toward me as a professional and toward the considerable value I bring to the process of designing and building a successful small project.

June 30, 2004

Thoughts on Collection
Laura Lee Russell, AIA 
Oklahoma City 
The following scenarios work for me with small projects for private clients. First, before I deliver any phase of documents, I mail my invoice for the phase completed. I call a few days in advance to confirm my meeting and receipt of their invoice. If received, I ask if there are any questions. If not, I remind them that I will collect the fee for the services presented at the meeting. After going through this scenario once, I rarely have to ask to be paid again. My clients either have their checks waiting in an envelope or they write them before I leave. 

July 15, 2004

Align Expectations
Graham Pohl, AIA 
Lexington, Ky.
Testing for check-writing inclination keeps us from getting burned. We require a retainer (usually around $2,000) before we begin work. This weeds out a fair number of potential clients who say they want to go ahead-but back out when it comes time to pay the piper. Better to lose those clients before we begin than after we've put in $1,500 worth of time. The retainer is deducted from the final invoice.

July 30, 2004

Compensating the Synthesizers
Kurt Lavenson, AIA
Oakland
Building the Architect-Client Relationship
As a sole proprietor for the past 20 years, I have spent much time on client relationships. In fact, I have come to realize that managing those relationships and my clients' expectations is one of my most important jobs. I treat clients as I would like to be treated. I build trust and confidence with them, brick by brick. As these grow, I gain more room to do good design on my own terms. Of course, it also improves my cash flow and eases the perennial problem of "getting paid." We all know examples of clients who have refused to pay for work that was well done and others who have paid someone highly for work that was poorly done. It happens because of the relationships of the parties to each other and to the work.
