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One of the most disheartening things to hear when conducting a debrief for 
a lost opportunity is, “We felt any of the last few firms could have done the 
work.”

If you feel strongly that your architectural firm was best suited for the
project, then it’s quite possible that the message about how your firm was 
different and best able to help wasn’t clear enough. 

It’s up to us to clearly communicate to clients what differentiates our 
practice from our competition. If you leave it up to selection committee 
members, they might or might not figure it out, and that’s a big risk to 
leave in their hands.

In this newsletter we'll look at how to differentiate your firm through a 
carefully crafted Position Statement, and how to identify and name your 
Process. In the next newsletter we'll address Professionals and Portfolio.

Differentiator 1: Position
How a Position Statement Helps Your Architectural 
Practice Stand Out

Having a sharply defined position for your architectural practice goes a 
long way in setting your firm apart from others, particularly because so few 
firms have a position statement that identifies who they are, what they do, 
for whom, and to what benefit.

The majority--I’m talking 95%--of the architectural websites I visit list a 
minimum of six market segments. It’s not at all unusual to see sites with 
10-12 tabs of market segments, followed by a tab called “miscellaneous” or
“other.”

The message being sent: “We can do everything for everyone, really, we 
can.”

Doing everything for everyone seems like a great marketing strategy: we 
don’t turn anyone away. And it goes along with the architect’s mentality 



that design is design. It doesn’t matter what the facility type is; we can 
figure out what’s needed and come up with a solution.

The problem with this approach is that it doesn’t particularly instill 
confidence in potential clients. Let’s face it. Because of the complexity of 
technology and dearth of information, buildings, equipment and systems 
are becoming more and more specialized. As information and technology 
continue to expand at the fastest pace the human race has experienced, 
staying at the forefront of any field is becoming exponentially more 
difficult.

Think about your own firm. Ten or 15 years ago, was it as difficult to 
design a hospital operating room as it is today with the integrated 
diagnostic equipment and digital technology in use today? Or lets look at 
lighting. The fixtures, lamps and controls are infinitely more complex than 
they were before the influence of computerized control systems and 
manufacturing advances that have led to myriad equipment and source 
options. One architect I interviewed recently for an LD+A article (Lighting 
Design + Application) said he uses a Lighting Designer because it’s 
practically a full time job to stay in front of the development in the field of 
lighting design pertaining to possibilities, sources, codes, sustainability and 
energy.

My point is that being a generalist isn’t a position. It’s a fear of making a 
commitment to a specific strategic direction for your firm. The principal 
architect who told me three years ago that he wanted his firm to be the last 
of the great generalists has been out of work since then and can’t find a job.

A Clear Position Statement in 4 Parts
Few Architects Have Position Statements and They All 
Need Them

Position Statement Part 1: Who you are
That sounds really, really easy right? You are your firm’s name, right? So 
your Position Statement would begin, “Mondo Architects is ...” That’s okay 
if your name has the word “architects” or “architectural” in it. Firms that 
have names like Design Studio, Associates, Partners, or made-up names 
like Arkinetics or Archimaniacs, will need to begin by defining your field 
of play: architecture.

Position Statement Part 2: What we do
Not too hard, right? This is your services. Or is it? This is a place where I 



feel architects grossly underestimate what they do. Ask an architect what 
they do and they say things like planning, interior design, urban design, 
landscape design. Or they’ll talk about the kinds of projects they work, for 
example, “We do health care, government and parks facilities.”

Demure. Just way too demure. Architects don’t “do” health care buildings. 
That’s the outcome of an architect’s work. Architects are visionaries, they 
are future builders. They see in a way that other people can’t. They see a 
space when it’s invisible. They can think 3-dimensionally when things are 
only two dimensional.

They’re wicked smart. They ask just the right questions to find out what 
they need to know to help a client get the building or space they need. In 
fact, architects often during the course of their engagements end up helping 
clients to clarify their own business goals. I like to call this consultative 
architecture...but none of my clients buy that name.

What I mean by consultative architecture is that nothing happens from a 
design perspective until there’s a thorough understanding of the client’s 
needs, business goals, and personal goals. And getting to those answers 
requires intelligent and deep business questions that get to the heart of the 
project. It sets the foundation for every decision to be made during the 
design process.

That’s what I’d like to see architects own in their Position Statements. Yes, 
the services are important, but it’s much more important for you to 
understand clearly yourselves what you’re really doing: investigating, 
guiding, analyzing, suggesting, giving options, solving, anticipating, etc.

Position Statement Part 3: For whom
So Part 3 identifies who your clients are. If you’re currently a generalist 
firm, your list will be long, include everyone, and have a miscellaneous 
category. Let’s say you really only serve 3 markets, for example, 
healthcare, higher education, and financial institutions. You could just say 
that, “We provide (fill in the blank) to healthcare, higher education, and 
financial institutions.”

It would be okay, but not great. And certainly not a differentiator. What I’d 
be interested in exploring in this case is what these three market sectors 
have in common. For example, is it that they are all institutional? Or that 
they all have multi-layered management systems?



It’s really worth digging down to find the common denominator of the 
client base you serve. It can be a very revealing experience.

Position Statement Part 4: To what benefit
What benefit does a client receive from working with your firm? A first 
take on this question might result in answers such as, on time, on budget, a 
pleasant experience, first class design, no problems, or no unexpected 
surprises, etc.

Once again, this doesn’t really get at the heart of what architects do. These 
answers, actually, are benefits the client expects, and rightly so. A client 
should get a project that comes in on time, on budget, and so on.

Some deeper thinking here might help clients to better understand what 
architects are really doing for them. Aren’t architects really helping clients 
to grow their businesses? Aren’t you all influencing the way people work 
together, helping to encourage positive work environments, more 
efficiencies which translates in to enhanced profitability. I’m not saying 
that residential architects should say their work can save marriages. But is 
it too far fetched to say that you help people to create spaces that help 
people thrive in their home environments from lifestyle to livelihood, from 
interests to safe haven?

Take a look at your clients. What are they able to do better because your 
firm was involved in creating new or renovated space for them? Those are 
the kinds of benefits to site in a strong Position Statement.

A Note About Positioning

A Position Statement puts you in the strategic driver’s seat. But please 
understand that having a clearly defined position does NOT mean you say 
no to work that doesn’t fit the firm’s position. If your firm is slow, of 
course you’ll say yes to work, whether it supports your position or not. You 
just won’t be putting it up on the website. And you won’t automatically 
create a client development strategy to pursue more of that kind of work.

Differentiator 2: Process
Process Isn't SD, DD, CD, CA...

I always laugh when I see an RFP that asks for a description of an 
architectural firm’s process. Inevitably, when I review proposals, I see 
Concept, Schematic, DD, CD, CA. If it’s written about it sounds something 



like, “First we have a kick off meeting, then we decide on the schedule, 
then we make sure we all agree to the budget, then we start meeting with 
your people, then we start designing.”  Booooooooooorrrrrrriiiiiiiinnnnnng. 
And it’s boring because it’s exactly what all the other proposals say.

Aside from claiming a deep and narrow expertise, describing your process 
is a critical component for differentiating your firm. Yes, the general 
process is the same across the board. Investigate, plan, design, get it built. 
But naming your process makes it proprietary, makes it unique to your 
firm, and helps your firm to see how what you do can be more clearly 
communicated at each phase from everyone in your firm to everyone on the 
team and within your client’s organization.

Let’s look at an example from a non-architectural firm, so I don’t influence 
your thinking up fresh ideas for your own firm.

Studio Graphique

Studio Graphique is a firm that specializes in Branding, Placemaking and 
Wayfinding. Their process has a very simple, hence memorable, name: Dig 
Down, Build Up, Move Forward. Because the firm works closely with 
architects on many projects, their process borrows language familiar to the 
field. I’ll walk through their process as it relates to helping an architectural 
firm brand it’s practice.

Dig Down
First the firm does an analysis of all of the branding elements currently in 
place (logo, qualifications materials, website, etc.) to see what the firm is 
saying about itself. Then they conduct interviews internally and externally 
to learn how the firm is described and perceived. They work to understand 
where the firm is headed to see how they can create an appropriate brand 
look and message for the firm.

Build Up
Once the analysis is complete they begin to develop the tools: new logo, 
palette, fonts, website, stationery, and qualifications materials.

Move Forward
Once all of the design is approved the firm helps you move forward, first 
by getting the tools up and running (stationery printed, website up, etc.), 
and they help you to understand how the systems work together.

This is a typical 3-step process for any type of design. Plan, Design, Build.



Or Analyze, Develop, Implement. Or Investigate, Explore, Initiate.

There are any number of ways you could label a process like this, but 
Studio Graphique knew their audience and named it to own that niche. 
What name could you give your process to appeal to your client base? Your 
process might have four or five steps, and you might just explain it in brief 
words.

Practice Clarity

Let me offer Practice Clarity as an example. When people ask me what I do 
I say that I help architects build business. If they’re at all interested in 
hearing more, I’ll add that I do this by helping them to generate business 
from new and existing clients. Then, if they’re still engaged and express an 
interest (facial, verbal, some cue), I explain my process in one sentence, “I 
do this by helping them to clarify their business purpose, create strategy, 
claim marketplace presence through thought leadership, and coach them on 
how to cultivate relationships that lead to work.” And that is my process. 
We work strategically to set direction through positioning, then create a 
plan for business development and marketplace ownership, and finally we 
work together on specific client pursuits and situationally.

So this is the Practice Clarity 4-Step Process:

1. Clarify Position
2. Create Strategy
3. Claim Marketplace
4. Cultivate Relationships

After sketching several ideas about how to illustrate this process, the 
following information graphic was created to visually demonstrate how 
Practice Clarity helps clients build business.



Recently I presented this approach as a case study with a client at the 
SMPS  Heartland Conference. The CEO of  the  SMPS  Foundation, Ron  
Worth, said to me afterwards that no one is connecting strategy, client 
development and marketing in this way, which was reassuring. It’s not that 
others aren’t involved in these activities in our industry. It’s that no one has 
clarified and named their process in the same way. It's different.

So speaking from experience, investing in the development and naming of 
your process is hard work, but well worth it when it comes to 
differentiating your architectural practice from others.
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The traditional "4 P's of Marketing" we learn about in college (Product, 
Price, Place, Promotion) don't address one of the most difficult aspects of 
marketing an architectural practice: differentiation.

The 4 Ps' of Marketing for Architects are about clarifying how you 
communicate the factors that set your firm apart from your colleagues. 
They are:

1. Position
2. Process
3. Professionals
4. Portfolio

Part 2 of this 2-part newsletter focuses on how to present your 
Professionals and Portfolio to differentiate your firm.

. . . . . . .

Differentiator 3: Professionals considers 3 key ways to introduce architects
and other professionals within your firm to make them stand out from your 
competition.

• Profiles

• Photography

• Thought Leadership

Differentiator 4: Portfolio summarizes how to craft descriptions of your 
projects that allow clients to clearly see how the work your firm does can 
benefit them. In this way, your portfolio can demonstrate to your clients 
that you understand their business goals and needs, and that you know how 
to create architectural designs that benefit their businesses. This strategy 
goes a long way in having potential clients self-select.

Differentiator 3: Professionals | Profiles

It’s not uncommon to come across language in our industry that claims, 
"Our people are our greatest asset."

It’s true. People are the machines that drive design.



Yet we do little to make our team of professionals truly stand out. 
Following are three ways to improve how we tell the stories of the people 
in our firms.

Write Great Profiles To Showcase Your Professionals

Take a moment to think about how you’re telling the stories of the people 
who make up your firm. Can someone who doesn’t know the people who 
make up your firm get a sense of them? Who they are? What drives them? 
What perspective do they offer to the design process?

Here are a few real examples of typical industry profile writing (the names 
have been changed to protect the innocent)

Mr. McCracken’s professional experience includes project 
design and construction administration. He has extensive 
experience in complex scheduling software, which he 
developed as a project manager for a variety of projects 
both small and large.

Ms. Cordalia is a certified LEED Professional and her 
experience represents a diverse background as a Project 
Manager and Project Architect. She has guided renovation 
and new construction projects for retail centers, civic 
complexes, office buildings, health and educational 
facilities and community recreation centers. She gives her 
complete attention to form, function and detail, working 
with the client and the architectural/engineering team to 
ensure a successful project.

Seriously, these are real examples. Is this really the best we can do in such 
a creative field?

It’s important to acknowledge that there are differences between how we 
tell the story of an individual in an SOQ or Proposal vs. on the web. In 
Statement of Qualifications and Proposals, the more traditional resume is 
needed, but there is room for personalizing the descriptions to give readers 
a better sense about what it would be like to work with the person. The 
web offers a greater degree of flexibility and the opportunity to reveal a 
creative, more personable introduction to members of your firm.

Let’s begin with the website.

First and foremost, if you’re not featuring your key personnel on your 
website (In my head I just said, “What’s wrong with you…”), you’re 



remiss in representing your firm. I’ve heard the excuse that, “We don’t 
want headhunters taking our staff.” That’s really non-issue today because 
of social media. Finding people through Linked In, Facebook and other 
channels is easy. Protecting your employees from poaching has a lot more 
to do with how you’re handling the work load and environment, and career 
opportunities and professional development than featuring them on your 
website.

On websites where professionals are listed, the majority I see present 
information that reads like a resume or CV. Whether on your website or in 
written form, a professional profile should give a sense of who the person 
is. It should tell a story. It should be brief, but interesting. Let me share 
two different approaches.

One firm I worked with wanted to position as a design firm. I interviewed 
each principal and senior staff person about design. Every person from the 
owner to the CFO and marketing director, in addition to the architects, 
shared how their work had an impact on design. Here are a couple 
examples.





These profiles offer a good sense of what each person’s involvement is in 
supporting design. It shows that design is valued throughout the firm, not 
just by the architects. It says, without saying it literally, “Every person in 
our firm is committed to design regardless of the individual’s position.”

Another firm I work with is a really fun group of people. We wanted their 
image to convey that, so on their Professionals page we had each person 
answer a series of questions like, “Who’s your favorite architect? What’s 
your favorite piece of architecture. If you could talk with any famous 
architect dead or alive, who would it be?” The answers were fun and 
interesting. The photographs are casual and people are genuinely smiling, 
not pasty-fake smiling. It’s a fun site to visit, which is an accurate 
reflection of the firm’s culture and personality.





Differentiator 3: Professionals | Photography + Thought 
Leadership

Photograph Your People To Look Like Architects, Not 
Bankers

As just mentioned, photography is key to setting the tone of a firm. Paying 
for professional photography is worth every penny. Often photographs 
make architects look more like bankers, or, on the other end of the 
spectrum, images often look like they were taken on a mobile phone and 
feature people sitting at cluttered work stations wearing plastic smiles.

Work with a photographer who understands that architects are artists, and 
that the images and their backgrounds need to reflect that.

Better than headshots are photographs in-situ. In office photos give a sense 
of the firm’s culture, atmosphere and style. But please don’t feature your 
office if, well let’s just say, if your lobby has green carpeting that could be 
mistaken for indoor putting green practice (yes I know a firm like this).

Photographs that are taken at project sites are my favorite. While these 
images tend to need a wider angle than a tightly cropped headshot, they’re 
wonderful for placing on the web to highlight work in a way that feels 
more alive than typical project images, which tend to be people-less.

Use Thought Leadership To Establish Deep Expertise

The most significant way to establish differentiation is through the 
promotion of thought leadership. By thought leadership I’m referring to 
deep expertise as presented through speaking and publishing.

Each individual in your firm has some kind of unique, deep understanding 
of technical, aesthetic, process or design issue. Maybe your firm is set up 
to get multiple projects in multiple locations through the construction chute 
quickly. Can your Project Manager write or speak about how the firm’s 
project management is set up for expediency? Is there some new form of 
communications technique you’re using to boost team effectiveness like 



GoToMeetings or collaborative document development through Google 
docs?

Maybe there’s just no one better at understanding the right mix of 
materials for creating historic mortars. Or one of your professionals 
recently returned from a study trip to Paris where their more stringent and 
longer established sustainability requirements yielded ideas for new 
techniques.

Whatever the expertise, speaking and publishing about that is critical to 
getting above the fray of vanilla profile descriptions. Pertinent articles can 
be posted for download on web profiles. In proposals or SOQs, talk 
synopses or article reprints can be excellent added resources in an 
Appendix if space allows.

Here’s a challenge. For the next 2 days, carry a small notepad and pen with 
you throughout the day. Any time you express something about work that 
you feel you deeply understand, or that you have a very strong opinion on, 
write it down. See if you can’t come up with ten ideas that you would be 
well qualified to speak or write about. This is the beginning of creating a 
thought leadership campaign that will establish differentiation.

Differentiator 4: Portfolio

Fewer Words, More Client Benefits

Once again, the treatment of project descriptions on your website will 
differ from what you include in a written Proposal or SOQ. The content, in 
both cases, needs to shift from being about the building or place, to about 
the client’s needs and the benefits your work provided.

Most project descriptions offer details about the project: square footage to 
give a sense of size, programmatic usage, materials, costs, etc. What we 
tend to forget is how the client benefitted from the design. In fact, we often 
don’t quite know how to summarize how a client benefitted.

In sales training there is a statement used to close a sale called the “benefit-
needs statement.” I learned this in my teens when I sold camera equipment 
under a commissioned sales structure. The first thing I did when someone 
came into the store was ask what he or she wanted to use the camera for. 
The person might say “My daughter is getting married,” or “We’re going 
on vacation.” Once I knew that, I had half the formula.

I asked all kinds of questions to decide which camera I thought would be 
best. Did they want to have control, or were they interested in quick snap 



shots? Were they comfortable getting up close to take pictures at the 
wedding, or would a zoom lens be helpful at getting candid shots without 
having to “be in someone’s face?” I would look at the size of the person’s 
hands. I never recommended Olympus cameras to people with big hands. 
If the activity was rough and tumble, I’d likely recommend Nikon with its 
titanium body.

Once I’d shown a couple options, I could make the closing benefit-needs 
statement. The benefit is what they came in wanting: great wedding 
photos. The need is a system to use.

Benefit: “You’re going to be able to take great photographs of at your 
daughter’s wedding…”

Needs: “With this Nikon and the 28-80 zoom lens. The 28 mm wide-angle 
end of the lens will help you frame great group shots, while the 80 mm end 
of the lens will be wonderful for getting candid shots without having to get 
too close.”

Now let’s translate this into the architectural field.

Almost no architectural project descriptions follow this formula, but they 
should. If we get outside of our own thinking and question what benefits 
the client received from their new or renovated facilities, we will be on the 
right track to effectively using project descriptions to differentiate our 
firm.

Let’s look at a hotel example. A typical description would be something 
like:

Hotelitect Architects renovated a 4-story, 120-room hotel 
with restaurant, convenience store and indoor pool. The 
programming and conceptual design phase for the hotel 
was completed on schedule and the project met budget. In 
addition to room upgrades, the program called for 
technology in conference rooms, and support and 
administration spaces such as employee workrooms, offices, 
storage and restrooms were remodeled.

Ugh. Where are the benefits? This just reads like a written description of 
the program.

Written as a benefit-based description, it might sound something like this:

The Holiday Inn at Southern Florida Park won The 2012 
International Hotel Group’s Best Renovation Project of the year.



Client Benefits

• Occupancy jumped by 20%
• Full service restaurant and mini convenience store

added 10% additional revenue potential
• LEED design reduced energy costs by 7% in the

first year
• Visitor satisfaction survey scores improved from 6.7

to 8.9

The benefits listed above require circling back to an owner after the 
building has been in operation. It’s also possible to list benefits that are 
obvious the moment the doors open, for example, renderings used in 
promotional materials led to advanced conference bookings.

One final note on project descriptions: be as brief as possible on the web. 
People aren’t reading your portfolio section, they’re viewing it. So make 
your images large, professional and dominant on the page. Any writing 
should be simple bullet points, not dense paragraphs. You can get away 
with a little more text in Proposals and SOQs, but the best idea to keep in 
mind is creating information that is easy to scan quickly.

 . . . . . . .

The 4 P’s of Marketing for architects to differentiate their practices are 
important components of how you communicate your expertise to your 
potential clients. It takes some effort to reframe your project descriptions 
and resumes so that they stand out, but it’s worth the time and effort.  
Creating a Position Statement is hard work, but doing so will set the 
foundation for your direction and decision-making. Documenting and 
naming your Process, while complex to figure out, will go along way in  
helping you to communicate clearly how and why your firm is the right 
choice.
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