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One of my favorite publications is The Zweig Letter, a weekly newsletter for architects, engineers
and environmental consultants published by Zweig White & Associates, Natick, Mass., the
preeminent consulting firm to the design community.
In one issue, Mark Zweig discussed how the price competition we so often see in the construction
industry is beginning to have an impact on design firms. I'm sure you all regularly scratch your head,
wondering how a competitor can do a particular job for so much less than your estimators say you
can.

The fact is, they probably can'tâ€”at least not if they plan to make money. But how do you compete
in those situations? It's simple. You walk away from the job!
I know you're all reading this, saying to yourselves, "Sure, that's easy for him to say. He's not in my
shoes! I need the work to keep my people busy and pay my bills."
Well, you know what? I've got bills to pay too! Yet I walk away from clients and projects all the time.
Sometimes it's because they're unwilling to pay me what I think the job is worth. Other times a big
red flag goes up, warning me this is a client/project fraught with dangerâ€”an indecisive or abusive
client, one with financial difficulties, one whose business ethics conflict with mine, or a host of other
reasons.
How did I get in a position where I'm not afraid to walk away from a clientâ€”and more importantly,
how can you get there? By over-marketing!
By over-marketing, I mean investing more time, effort and money in your marketing effort than might
be considered "normal." If the industry average for your trade is to spend 2% of gross sales on
marketing, spend 4% or 5%. If your business development person is devoting one day a week to
calling on architects, make it two! You get the idea.
As a college kid, I used to work summers running an amusement park at Coney Island in Brooklyn.
One of our key objectives was to always maintain a "tip," or a line waiting to get on the ride. The
point was that if people saw a line at a ride, they assumed it was because the ride was fun, so they,
too, wanted to try it. When it was slow, we'd even extend the rides a little longer in order to build the
tip.
And that's exactly what over-marketing can do for you. By having a "line" of clients wanting to do
business with you, you can have the confidence to walk away from the client who wants to beat
down your price, but still expects a Rolls Royce building and service. You don't need him any more
because there's someone else right behind him, wanting to talk with you about another, probably
better (more profitable) job. And someone behind him too!
Ultimately, what you're doing is simply creating a demand that exceeds your capacity, then
cherry-picking those clients and/or jobs that best meet your company's objectives. Of course it's



going to raise your marketing costs to generate that demand, but don't you think the added margins
you'll see from these better jobs is going to more than compensate for that? You bet it will! And don't
forget to factor in the value of the headaches you're going to avoid.

Over time, you'll also find that your reputation will improve because you'll be able to do the quality
work possible when you're adequately compensated. And remember those clients who chased the
low dollar? They may indeed return laterâ€”after they've been burned by your lowball competitors.
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