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THE VALUE OF VELCROED RELATIONSHIPS

By William Long, PE, LEED AP

Relationship building is the key ingredient in the buying equation, and helps
you establish the trust necessary to close the deal. However, it does not hap-
pen overnight, nor is there a straight line formula. There is typically more
than one decision-maker involved in every project, and each of these have
their own issues and concerns for the project. They have their own hot but-
tons, their own likes and dislikes regarding procurement for example, or a
particular mechanical system. They have their own past experiences with
people, with firms, with processes, and they have their own personalities.

As a result, a lot of firms have developed zippered relationships, where an
individual is matched up with another individual, so the mechanical expert at
your firm lines up with the mechanical engineer at the client’s company, and
establishes a relationship. However, multiple staff really need multiple rela-
tionships, and hence my concept of velcroed relationships, which is basically
a multiple client interaction. These are linked by skill sets, by knowledge, ex-
perience, interest, and by style. These relationships are built for the long
term, they are interlocked, and are difficult to pull apart. If one of the compo-
nents goes away, you still have many more relationships left with the client.

Here’s how the concept works in an actual client pursuit that | participated in
after opening an office in the Philadelphia marketplace. We had set up pri-
mary target accounts, secondary target accounts, and tertiary accounts. One
of the targeted tertiary accounts had a development management contract
with a public agency in our marketplace, and had issued an RFP for a con-
struction manager to assist them. Although they were a tertiary target we de-
cided to pursue this because it would give us name recognition in front of this
potential client. I contacted the vice president of this company (labeled “A”
in the Case Study Diagram, on page 2), submitted a proposal, and was not
successful in getting this project. End of story? Not at all, only the beginning.

Months later, | was introduced through an architectural acquaintance, to an-
other vice president of the same company, who was responsible for a local
suburban campus, (labelled “B” in the diagram). Construction on the campus
was winding down, but more work was coming up, and he thought we had
the right qualifications and capabilities to be considered for that. | stayed in
contact with him and had a number of meetings and discussions. The RFP
finally came out, but there was an incumbent who ended up with the work.
Our debriefing with contact “B” suggested that we stay in touch for even
more additional work coming up.

(cont. on page 2)
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THE VALUE OF VELCROED
RELATIONSHIPS (cont.)

Six months later, a business de-
veloper at a branch office, said
he knew another VP that had
just gone to work for this client
(labled contact “C” in the dia-
gram below). He suggested that
we all meet for breakfast, to dis-
cuss a new project coming up in
downtown Philadelphia. I brought
along one of our project execu-
tives, and was told, like the oth-
ers before, that we would be
considered. We continued to
have discussions with contact
“B” simultaneously with contact
“C”, and introduced him to our
project executive.

A while later, | was asked to
moderate a program for SMPS
(Society for Marketing Profes-
sional Services) on public/pri-
vate partnerships. They were
short one panelist, so | recom-
mended contact “A”, whom |
had met two years earlier.

When the RFP came out for the
new project in downtown Phila-
delphia; we submitted, but lost
out on that one as well. At this

point we had a lot of decisions
to make. With two years in-
vested in this particular client,
we came up empty, and had
to decide if we should persist.
The reason we did was be-
cause of contact “B” and his
potential upcoming projects
on that campus. This person
called a few months later and
said they had just hired a new
director of construction who was
having issues on this project,
and asked if they could get our
thoughts. We helped the new
director of construction over the
next two months.

Later that year, we sponsored a
table at a formal event, and
invited contact “B” and his
wife to join us. Later, contact
“B” convinced his president to
meet with our president and
expressed some concerns that
he had. Our president re-
sponded with how we would
take care of those concerns.

We later got the RFP for that
project. It was the holiday
season, but we stayed in con-
stant touch with those three
individuals. We were awarded
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this project, the fourth one we
had gone after with this same
client. Five people were involved
on the client’s side. On our side,
I had established relationships
with all five. The business
developer in our other office
had established two, the project
executive met with four indi-
viduals, and our president had a
one-on-one with their president.
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Not only did we get that project,
but we got a second one, and
their project managers estab-
lished relationships with our
PM and superintendent, as well
as our project executive. You
can see the intertwining of the
velcroed relations on the graphic
diagram above. If one of those
lines gets taken away, you still
have a very strong relationship.
In fact, I moved on and they
are still doing work for that
client.

There were multiple client con-
tacts, and the process took over
three years before the ultimate
buying decision, and while it's
a little longer than one would
hope, it ultimately paid off. In
the following three years, the
firm received over $100 mil-
lion dollars worth of work
from this one client. That's the
value and strength of velcroed
relationships.

(bio of the author is on the next page)
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INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS
As A DIFFERENTIATOR

Any marketing program that
doesn’t differentiate itself
from its competitors is going
to be sledding uphill. This is
where creating a unique posi-
tion can help. Differentiation
in a professional services firm
really comes down to demon-
strating the ability to under-
stand a client’s problem, and
the ability to demonstrate that
you can provide an innovative
and imaginative solution. This
is far more effective than try-
ing to persuade clients that
you provide better service or
produce quality documents.

William Long, P.E., LEED AP, is the
president of TRINIUM Resources
Group, a management, marketing
and human resources consulting
firm serving the design and con-
struction industry. He is an active
member of SMPS and the Urban
Land Institute, a guest lecturer for
the Architectural Engineering Pro-
gram at Penn. State University and
a frequent speaker at industry
events. Prior to starting TRINIUM,
Bill held multiple technical, opera-
tional, marketing, and manage-
ment positions for both design and
construction firms. He can be con-
tacted at:
wrlong@triniumresources.com.

Bill adapted this article from a
webinar he presented for SMPS
(Society for Marketing Professional
Services) with Thomas S. Townes,
AlA, CPSM, president and senior
principal, Focus Architecture, LLC.
For more information on the
webinar series contact Mark Della
Pietra, at mark@smps.org or visit:
http://e02.commpartners.com/
users/smps/index.php.

THEMED PROPOSALS BRAND

THE PROJECT

There is a world of difference
between branding the firm and
branding the project through a
proposal, but firms have found
an overwhelming success doing
just that. Perhaps the main dif-
ference between branding and
proposals is that branding is all
about you, and a proposal is all
about the client. The metric for
branding is viewer retention.
The metric for a proposal theme
is win rate. Can they co-exist?

Why are branded proposals so
successful?

They speak to the client and
project issues first and foremost,
both in the graphics theme and
in the writing. What client
would not be impressed with
this approach? What client
would prefer to read about the
prior accomplishments of the
firm, rather than one custom-
ized to their own project?
None, | suspect.

HDR is very adept at branding
the project, and it shows in
their win rate. Whether it is
building a graphics theme
around a set of color crayons
and small wire spiral-bound
children’s notebooks for the
submittal for a Children’s Hos-
pital and Research Center, to a
baseball theme for the Joe
DiMaggio Children’s Hospital,
Hollywood, Florida.

A contracting firm began using
proposals built around a theme
for the project, and enclosed
the proposal in a box. One pro-
posal and box had a barbecue
theme, complete with steaks in

the box. They get pre-qualified
for an interview almost every
time and their proposals are in
demand.

Another firm developed beau-
tifully hand-carved 11”x14”
wooden boxes, made in
China, to fit their proposals.
Since everybody wants these
boxes, the firm is on nearly
every bid list. They have even
been able to bypass the pro-
cess, and get pre-approved
ahead of time.

Gould Evans uses themed pro-
posals often, such as their pop-
corn, candy and tickets theme
for a 14-screen theater project,
(which they won), or their use
of a beautifully carved saddle-
bag with a custom logo to
hold their proposal for a large
hotel and conference center. It
was delivered by a singing
cowboy to the delight of the
prospective client. They re-
ceived a significant portion of
the new development.

A firm participating in PSMJ’s
recent Circle of Excellence
conference described how
their proposal for a children’s
museum was delivered in a
backpack by the lead design
principal’s children. One child
delivered the proposal to the
museum director, while the
other delivered an apple.

Those who believe it’s wiser to
maintain the brand of the firm
rather than showing creativity
with the project at hand, may
just be out of luck when it
comes to getting the job.
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