Seven Principles for Keeping Your Clients in Uncertain Times

By Andrew Sobel

A friend recently confided in me, “things are so bad that I haven’t seen a client in

nearly a month.” Keeping client relationships on an even keel can be trying under the

very best of circumstances, and when things get rocky, the challenge can seem

overwhelming. Unfortunately, many professionals throw up their hands and retreat from

the marketplace, literally if not psychologically, when the going gets rough. Let’s look at

some of the myths about managing clients in an economic downturn, and the principles

that can help you to maintain and even grow your client base in uncertain times:

1. Myth: “My clients just don’t want to see me.” Many businesspeople think that their

clients don’t want to see them when the economy is doing poorly, reasoning that if a

client doesn’t have any money to spend it, he doesn’t want to be “sold” to. This

attitude, of course, says more about the mindset of the professional than the client! In

reality, your clients need you more than ever during times of crisis—their issues are

more complex and sometimes quite personal, the decisions they face are difficult, and

they need trusted advisors who can serve as level-headed, experienced sounding

boards. Developing new business may well take longer—after September 11, for

example, caring and empathy towards clients was the order of the day, not hard

selling.

Principle 1: Get out into the marketplace--actively seek out your clients and try

to help them with whatever issues they’re facing. Be patient and be prepared to

invest extra time.

2. Myth: “I need to cut my prices to attract business”

Clients always would like a price break, and when they press hard it’s usually

because you’ve gotten yourself positioned as tradable “expert” that can be bargained

for like salt pork or railroad cars of grain. When times are good, your clients aren’t

going to pay you 15% more than your standard fees, and when times are bad, you

shouldn’t discount them either. What you should be willing to explore, however, are

flexible means of payment and delivery. These could include: breaking a large project

down into several discrete pieces, which can be decided upon and paid for and one at
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a time as the work progresses; agreeing to delay some or all of the invoicing so that it

falls into the next fiscal year or budgeting period; conducting a preliminary diagnostic

phase of work for a reduced fee, with the explicit understanding that if the benefits of

are demonstrated, it will lead to a larger phase of full-price work; and offering valueadded

services as a free “add-on.” As a last resort you may have to reduce your fees

or cut your prices, but only do this if you also cut back on what you actually do for

the client—negotiate what benefits and value are in and what is out. I am leery about

accepting stock or stock options in lieu of fees—most people who did this in the late

1990s now regret it, as the paper they took is in most cases worthless. Finally,

remember that if you give a client a concession, always ask for one in return (such as

better payment terms, etc.).

Principle 2: Don’t cut prices, but if necessary be willing to propose flexible,

creative, and even unorthodox ways of structuring your work and invoicing for

it.

3. Myth: “Large companies are a safe port during storms.” Large companies with

equally large budgets have historically been the mother lode for a whole variety of

services firms. “It’s hard to get in,” commented a friend of mine who was schooled in

the ins and outs of large corporate procurement, “but once you’re in, they never cut

you out.” Not any more! With more centralized control over corporate expenditures

than ever before, many Fortune-500 companies now routinely enact across-the-board

edicts to reduce operating expenses, leaving outside suppliers high and dry.

Furthermore, decision-making can get absolutely frozen in these large corporations.

The value you add at a small or mid-sized company is frequently more clearly

recognized. You’re often working with higher-level executives compared to a

corporate behemoth, and you may also find there is greater loyalty to you as an

individual or a firm.

Principle 3: Small and medium-size companies often have greater flexibility to

retain and pay a professional who can really add value.

4. Myth: “Now is the time to cut back across the board.” Indeed, in some areas you

will need to carefully monitor and probably trim your expenditures. But there is one
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place where, in a recession, you need to increase investment: marketing and sales.

This is an opportunity for the strong to get stronger.

Principle 4: A recession is a good time to increase your market share through

enhanced marketing efforts and more “feet on the street.”

5. Myth: “It’s more important than ever to demonstrate my specific expertise—it’s the

only thing clients will pay for when money is tight” The slightest discomfort sends

most professionals running back to their “expert for hire” bunker. Expertise is great,

but without the ability to create trusted personal relationships, serve as a guide and

navigator, and generate real insight for clients, it’s worth very little.

Principle 5: In a crisis, insight, judgment, wisdom and plain level-headedness are

often more important than expertise. Experts are commodities in good times and

bad.

6. Myth: “I need to take any business I can get in times like this.” The successful

professionals I’ve studied all temper their devotion to clients with great

independence, which includes being selective about who they will work with.

Choosing the right clients for your particular services and market focus is one of the

most powerful things you can do to shape and grow your business. Don’t starve for

your principles, but don’t panic, either, and throw your independence and selectivity

out the window.

Principle 6: Accepting any and all business looks good now, but it will eventually

drag you down and put you in a potentially worse position when things rebound

later on.

7. Myth: “I need to spend my time with paying clients.” We all want to work with

winners, but sometimes our clients—like us—are down and out, and that’s when they

especially need us! I treat my clients like friends, which means I try to be helpful to

them whether or not I’m getting paid for a particular piece of work. I have frequently

helped clients who were in between jobs, for example, introducing them to executive

recruiters, helping them to polish their resumes, and acting as an informal career

coach. I don’t do this because I think there is some “payback” in the near future, but

when you’ve lent a hand to someone in need, it is in fact rarely forgotten. When

someone loses his job, there is a huge comedown in terms of status and the attention
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that is lavished upon him—your continuing help and respect will be a breath of fresh

air.

Principle 7: A client in need is a client indeed
