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PAY-IT-FORWARD: BDM SKILLS FOR PERKINS+WILL PROFESSIONALS 
The Super-Secret Business Development Tool: Research 
 
Like design, business development depends in equal parts on creative vision and deep knowledge, and one depends upon the 
other. We build relationships and devise innovative solutions to project needs based on an ever-growing body of knowledge 
about potential clients and their organizations. While the information we need is not always obvious, in most cases, it’s readily 
available if you know where to look. 
 
 
GETTING STARTED 
Read, read, read…..and read some more. Market and industry knowledge is both incidental and 
intentional, and it is indeed true that nothing you learn is ever truly wasted. Take time to read at least 
one newspaper a day and at least one other publication a week. What you learn will inform your 
knowledge of the market and will give you something to talk about with people you meet. Many 
successful professional relationships start with a shared interest well outside the boundaries of 
architecture or the client’s business. 
 
 
GENERAL CLIENT RESEARCH 
Read what your clients are reading so you know what the trends are in their markets. Most of these 
publications are available online, beyond the obvious Harvard Business Review (though that’s a great place 
to start).  
 
Ask your existing clients about their markets and what’s happening in their markets. Who is growing, 
contracting, changing? Why? When appropriate, ask for introductions, but even when not, get good 
information through interested conversation. 
 
Look for information about who is in the market and what they are doing. Trade publications often 
publicize lists of growing companies or start-ups. Be creative in where you look; for example, many 
philanthropic organizations list their donors. Do a name search of company leaders; see where they 
came from and what they are publishing. Check out LinkedIn or similar social media sources to see 
linkages and connections. Remember the ‘Six Degrees of Separation’ theory; you’ll find that most organizational 
connections are much tighter and that you have more links to potential clients than you think. 
 
Look for information about who is hiring and for what types of jobs. Firms hiring HR professionals either have a problem or are 
looking to expand. Firms hiring facilities professionals are looking to build. Firms hiring learning professionals are looking to 
change. Firms with lots of ads in a market are looking to expand or have product plans. Be creative in how you find information 
and use one piece of information to guide the next search. 
 
 
CLIENT-SPECIFIC RESEARCH 
An effective online and publication search can yield information about: 

• Vision, mission, values 
• Growth and planning goals 
• Awards and celebrations 
• Office/plant locations 

• Hiring objectives 
• Research and innovation 
• Current events – both good and bad 

 
This level of research gives you information to fuel a conversation, add interest to a letter, and make a conversation more 
interesting. Before you engage with anyone personally, learn about them online to make sure you have all the information you 
need before the first meeting. No one with access to a computer should ever go to a client event or meeting unprepared. 
 
The primary mistake design professionals make in both business development and marketing is focusing on themselves, 
believing that a strong portfolio is an effective ‘calling card’ for any potential client. The most important thing to remember about 
client engagement is that we will always be more effective if we either ‘find the pain’ or ‘see the vision’ and tailor our 
communication around what we know vs. who we are. 
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FACE-TO-FACE INFORMATION GATHERING 
If you have the opportunity to engage with a client face-to-face or by phone, 
be ready. When nervous, most people talk too much. You can overcome this 
by planning ahead with a good interview/discussion guide or at very last 
some ‘softball’ questions like, “Tell me about your role here at XYZ” or “I 
read about your upcoming plans for XYZ; how is that working out?” Most 
people like to talk about themselves.  
 
For more formal opportunities to meet, prepare an interview guide, listing 
sequential questions that will give you information you need to fuel future 
engagement or even pursuit planning.  
• List all the things you want to know, and make sure you really want/need to 

know it (avoid superfluous questions) 
• Sequence the questions into a logical order. Logic is defined by easy-to-hard or general-to-specific or by type 

(campus-building-lab), etc. 
• Make sure questions are open enough to enable engagement in the topic but not so broad as to come across as a ‘fishing 

expedition.’ “How is your current office layout working for you?” vs. “Tell me about your office.” 
• Test your guide. Which questions are the most important? Which ones might elicit a negative response? Get help from 

colleagues, and practice using the guide if you aren’t comfortable in these types of client situations. Remove what doesn’t 
work in practice; it won’t get better in application. 

• Don’t be limited by your guide: Consider probing questions or dependent questions (if client says X, follow up with Y). 
 
When using any guide, remember to listen intently for understanding, perspective, and relationship. Your goal is not just to 
get through the guide. Your goals are to get information you can use later and to build a stronger relationship while you are there. 
 
 
PROJECT-SPECIFIC RESEARCH 
Through your client engagement activities, you will inevitably learn about potential projects. When we see a project on the 
horizon, Perkins+Will leadership will need to start immediately to plan a staffing approach and to use a variety of approaches to 
get the right people in front of the client.  
 
Before the RFP hits, we want to start gathering key information that will inform our current engagement planning and our future 
pursuit planning: 

• What is driving the need for the project? 
• Who stands to gain/lose from the project? 
• What does the client hope to do in the new space that can’t be done in the existing space? 
• Who stands in the way of the project? 
• How are they thinking about procuring design? Construction? Why – what’s driving that decision? 
• Who will lead the project? What is his/her background? 
• Have they had success/failure on previous projects? How do those experiences inform this project? 
• Is there a site/location? What is driving that decision? 

 
 
RFP-SPECIFIC RESEARCH 
At this point, you are likely locked out from gathering information directly from the client. NEVER violate a no-contact request. 
This can disqualify Perkins+Will and/or create negative feelings about you and your team. Rather, dig deeply into the RFP, 
mining it for information about what the client needs and how our team can stand out. 
 

Basics Scope Detail 
• What’s the turnaround? 
• What does the client expect 

relative to production/delivery? 
• Is there a page limit?  
• What are the restrictions on 

communication? 

• What is in/out of the scope of 
work? 

• Are there clues about the client’s 
perspective in the documented 
scope? 

• What are the RFP prompts asking 
for? 

• What examples/stories can we tell 
that would make us or our 
experience more relevant to the 
client and the project? 

 


