
The 5 Cs of A/E/C Marketing Strategy 8

The Forgotten Audience: Crafting Your Brand  
Platform To Attract and Keep Talent  10

The 5 Cs of A/E/C Marketing Strategy 
By Collette L. Duck, MBA, Notkin Mechanical Engineers

What market sectors will provide the 
best bang for the buck? What services 
are clients clamoring for that you can 
deliver better? Where will your firm 
focus for continued growth?

A/E/C marketers and business 
development professionals have the pulse 
on the information needed to make these 
difficult, business-defining decisions. 
Gathering, organizing, analyzing, and 
presenting this information is where we 
often hit a roadblock. What information do 
I need to gather? How can I present this 
information effectively? What tools do I 
use to analyze what I’ve found? The 5 Cs 
organize and give context to the jumbled 
information streaming in from every 
direction.

What are the 5 Cs? 

The 5 Cs are a core component of 
consumer-based market analysis. The 
moniker stands for company, customers, 
climate, collaborators, and competitors. 
Having an understanding of each of these 
categories will help you develop marketing 
and business strategies that address the 
weaknesses, strengths, opportunities, and 

threats that surround your business, its 
competitors, and the overall market. 

Company

This component provides an overview 
of your firm’s current state. Easy, right? 
Perhaps, but not necessarily.

Do you have explicit goals set for your 
firm? How about a mission and vision 
that informs all of your decisions? If so, 
congratulations, you’re ahead of the 
curve! For a good chunk of A/E/C firms, 
those things can be hard to nail down. If 
you don’t have them, take some time to 
discuss your firm’s overall direction with 
its leaders. Ask what guidelines they use 
when they make decisions and where 
they would like to see the firm in five to 10 
years. If you don’t know where you want 
to go, you can’t plan for the trip. 

You’ll also need to gather the following 
information:

§ Financial Performance. Are you 
reaching your financial targets? How do 
you stack up against industry averages? 
How do your markets rank by revenue 

and profit? How do your clients rank by 
revenue and profit? What is your revenue 
mix, and is it healthy?

§ Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and Threats. What 
makes you unique and strong 
within your markets? What are your 
competitors good at that you have 
trouble delivering? What are the 
opportunities for growth or betterment 
of your firm? What’s happening internally 
and externally that could hurt you?

§ Resources. What expertise and 
technologies do you have at your 
disposal?

§ Brand. What is your image in the 
market? What is your firm’s culture?

Customers

This is where you lay out the foundational 
understanding of both your markets and 
clients. 

First, define your markets geographically, 
by sector (healthcare, higher education, 
etc.) and service offering, if applicable. 
Then answer these questions for each 
market: 
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1. How large is the market and what 
percent do you control? 

2. What benefits are clients looking for?

3. Who are the decision-makers and 
influencers?

4. What is the procurement process?

5. Where do clients get their information?

6. What trends are you seeing?

Next, define your ideal client. Take a step 
back and look at your best clients. It’s 
likely that they have some commonalities 
in the way they approach relationships, 
project execution, and doing business. 
Try to identify those similarities and 
construct a profile of your ideal client that 
hones in on the beliefs that dictate their 
actions. 

When you understand your ideal client’s 
belief system, you can align your services 
and messaging to capture more clients like 
them. You’ll also know which clients are 
worth devoting resources to pursue.

Climate

Climate provides crucial context and 
defines what is happening in the world 
around you. Are there funding issues with 
federal contracts? Has a new firm come 
into your local market that is disrupting the 
status quo? Is there new technology that 
may change the way you deliver projects? 

Climate is typically broken out into four 
categories: political, economic, social, and 
technology. For A/E/C firms, add a fifth 
element: industries. The A/E/C industries 
are in constant flux. Understanding and 

documenting industry trends keeps them 
“top of mind” in informing your strategy.

Collaborators

Collaborators are those individuals, 
firms, and organizations that provide a 
mutually beneficial relationship. Identify 
your collaborators and flag the ones 
with potential for further leveraging the 
relationship. Collaborators are often our best 
allies and a huge competitive advantage.

Competitors

Identify your competitors, both actual and 
potential. How are they positioned? What 
do your customers think about them? 
What are their strategies for growth? 
Collect this data and create profiles for 
individual firms or groups of firms with 
similar modus operandi and analyze their 
strengths and weaknesses.

Gathering the Information

By now, you may be thinking “Who has 
the time?” The truth is, most of this is 
probably in your head, or the heads of your 
firm leaders. Take some time to learn from 
your colleagues, come armed with a list of 
questions, and sit down and talk with the 
people in your firm. 

Once you’ve assembled as much as you 
can, it’s time to fill in the gaps. Gaps 
are usually related to market size and 
saturation. To make informed estimates, 
use market research firms like Dodge Data 
& Analytics and tap your local industry 
associations (who often have market 
analysis available).

Presenting the 5 Cs and Making 
Decisions

Now that you have the information, what 
do you do with it? Consider presenting 
the information to management and 
facilitating a discussion that focuses on 
the greatest areas of opportunity. From 
the information gathered, you’ll begin to 
see some themes emerge. These themes 
will help you craft SMART (specific, 
measurable, achievable, relevant, and 
time-bound) goals that will support your 
firm’s vision. 

Your job as a facilitator is to lead the 
group through the information and help 
them identify the themes. Focus the 
conversation on those themes that are the 
most likely to support goals that will help 
you achieve your vision. 

At a minimum, you’ll want a full-day 
session to present the research, identify 
themes, and begin forming goals, likely 
breaking into smaller groups for focused 
exploration. Next, adjourn and work 
on those goals with a select group. 
Finally, have at least one follow-up 
session to confirm group buy-in, assign 
responsibilities, and determine what 
method you will use to track progress.

In an industry with tight margins, 
aggressive schedules, and an ever-
changing landscape of technological 
advances, labor availability, and 
competitive forces, following the 5 Cs 
methodology can help your firm make 
better decisions about how to allocate 
your limited resources. n
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