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(and think it was their idea all along)
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As designers, navigating client relationships can be the most fun part of our
jobs, or it can be a treacherous journey. Much of the challenge comes from a
lack of structure in the collaboration process, so feedback can get
miscommunicated or misapplied. Ultimately, your goal is to present the best
solution and have happy clients who sign off on your idea. Why is that so
hard?

With 25+ combined years of agency work behind us before starting 10,000ft,
we learned a thing or two about how to solve the inherent communication
challenges that come up when working with clients.

In this paper, we’ll share three guiding principles you can use to more
effectively engage your clients, along with some practical tips to help you
guide the journey.

3 principles to engage your clients
1. Get Engaged
2. Get Naked
3. Tell Your Story
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Designers, think about how many times you’ve…
•

Done all this background work on a project, evolved a bunch of
iterations, and labored over the details – only to have the CEO say, “But I
like blue. Can you make it more blue?”

•

Been in a group meeting where everyone is trying to make an important
decision, when the process suddenly gets derailed by the loudest voice in
the room?

•

Handed off all of your hard work at the end of a project, only to see it just
sit there, collecting dust on a shelf? Maybe it was because the broader
stakeholders weren’t bought in. Or (maybe even worse), you saw your
ideas get morphed into something completely different because the
people who came later didn’t understand the context and reasoning
behind the work.
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The (Elusive) Perfect Project

In the ideal world, everyone would have this beautifully shared
understanding, where all clients and team members would agree on the best
design and then make it happen, together.

Elusive? Yes. Impossible? Absolutely not, but it does take some structured
frameworks to get your clients and team on the same page from the get-go.
Luckily, it’s a process that can be learned, repeated, and applied to any
project.

Let’s get started.
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Principle 1

Get Engaged

Photo: Bùi Linh Ngân
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Principle #1: Get Engaged
Picture your client’s mindset by the time you step in the picture. They've
probably been gnawing on the problem they’ve hired you to solve for a
while, going back and forth internally (“Come on, let’s just put our heads
together! I’m sure we can figure this out, right?”) without landing on
something they’re happy with. They might be stuck in a rut, pretty frustrated,
and ready to just pass this off for you to take care of.

Much of your role is to bring a fresh perspective, but there's a risk that an
outside perspective isn't fully understood if key stakeholders aren't bought in.
That's why you need to get your clients actively engaged in the process so
you can leverage their experience and ultimately, hand off a product that not
only solves their problem, but solves it well.

Tips for the perfect engagement
1. Go dating
2. Go dancing
3. Make it official
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Tip: Go dating

Start things out slowly. Set up a time and place to meet face-to-face for a kickoff conversation where you can all ask questions and get to know each other a
bit. It can be as simple as bringing them into your office or meeting in a new
space where they don’t normally meet (in the best situations, it means actually
bringing them out in the field with you to do research, so they can experience
the process first-hand).

There are 2 main goals here:
•

Build a shared understanding of your GOALS – design principles,
business requirements, or criteria for success

•

Build a shared understanding of the PROBLEM you’re solving

If you can accomplish this early on in the project, it will lay a great foundation
for your work. As the project inevitably evolves, you’ll be able to lean on these
goals to stay focused and bring everyone back together.
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Tip: Go dancing

If your first dates were anything like ours, there can be lots of nerves (and
awkward small talk about the weather) at the beginning.

Get your clients physically up and active during your meetings! Just by getting
the blood flowing, you can turn a shy or less-engaged client into an active
participant in the process. There are plenty of great design-thinking related
activities – like the “Headlines from the Future” idea or “Break Up Letter”
outlined on the next page – that you can use as icebreakers if you have a quiet
group. The “dancing” part of this tip comes from an actual meeting we held a
few years ago, where a client was so excited to share his ideas that he
choreographed a little group dance. Silly? Undoubtedly. But it helped us
create an open setting where we could surface ideas about how to tackle the
problem that their team had already come up with.

Getting your clients up and moving (or dancing) not only brings some fun into
meetings, but it also creates a more collaborative environment where
everyone – from the product manager to the CEO – can contribute their
thoughts. Use this energy to propel the rest of your project.
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10,000ft Insights Tip

Brainstorming Activity Ideas

Depending on the client, you might need an icebreaker to get people into a less
formal mood and more open mind frame. One example we love is the “Headlines
from the Future” exercise, where you have your client craft an ideal future by writing
newspaper headlines for the "best" and "worst" case project outcomes. It’s a fun and
surprisingly insightful way to capture their goals, concerns, and success metrics.
Another great exercise is the “Break-Up Letter”, where you get your client to write a
letter to a personified version of their current product or strategy that includes things
they love, hate, or want to change.
We’ve started collecting step-by-step framework guides like these into a free gallery
of Design Recipes that you can explore and use with your clients or team to kick off
brainstorm sessions. Visit this link for more ideas.
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Tip: Make it official

After a great brainstorming session, it’s easy get busy with next steps and let
ideas get lost or forgotten in a recycling bin. Don’t let this happen! If the
output of a productive meeting goes to waste, it can not only deplete your
project of valuable and nuanced feedback from your client, but it can also
make them feel like their input isn’t important to you.

At the end of a workshop after you’ve collected a bunch of project notes, get
them up and visible for the whole team to see – whether that’s on a
whiteboard or in a digital space. It shows how serious you are about
incorporating their thoughts into the process, and it will help them see and
feel good about all the time and effort that has gone into these sessions
(“Look at all the ideas we’ve come up with!”).

This can be as simple as sorting the ideas by common themes, plotting them
on a 2x2 matrix to identify which piece of the problem the ideas solve, or
creating a team vote to decide on the best ideas to move forward. Wherever
you decide to share the concepts, be sure to create a structured framework
for gathering and exploring the new content. Your client will feel like part of
the team and be more invested in the final outcome because they know their
ideas are being heard, captured, and valued in the process.
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Principle 2

Get Naked

Photo: mjgbirder
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Principle #2: Get Naked
When things are happening but your client doesn’t know what’s going on,
they can get antsy. Let’s say you have a great kickoff meeting, and afterwards
your team disappears into the depths of your office to get right to work. Your
client might feel out-of-the-loop and unsure about when to expect an update.
It can also make them look bad internally – “I’m not totally sure what they’re
doing right now, but I’m pretty sure they’re working on it…”.

So what we mean by “get naked” is, be transparent with your process. Keep
your client up-to-speed about what you’ve already completed, what you’re
doing, where you are in the project, and what they should expect next.

Maybe you can be like Don Draper, who works silently in the shadows and
then shows up last minute with a grand reveal that amazes the client. But,
product design doesn’t really work that way. And besides, that can lead to a
lot of stress. And drinking.

Tips for keeping it interesting after the honeymoon
1. Set the stage
2. Start with a tease
3. Show ‘em what you’ve got
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Tip: Set the stage

Part of being transparent with your process is making sure the purpose and
context for what you’re sharing is really clear every time you meet or share
updates. On the flip side, you also don’t want to be sharing everything
continuously; really think about what information is most important for your
client to feel in-the-loop about what’s currently happening in the project.

As designers, when we’re working on solving a problem, we’re often so
absorbed that we think about it 24/7. It’s easy to forget that since the last
time we met with our clients, they likely haven’t thought much about the
project because they have a hundred other everyday responsibilities.

You can set the stage by reminding your clients of where you are in the
process, how the current decision builds on the previous work, how it leads
to the next phase of work and, ideally, how it fits within the whole context of
achieving the end goals of the project.
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10,000ft Insights Tip

Map Out the Project Plan

In Insights, you can set up your entire project space from start to finish by creating
empty groups for each project phase. As things progress, everyone can clearly see
what’s already been completed and how what you’re now working on leads to the
next stage of the project.
Since your clients are coming to you with a lot on their plates, you can help make the
process easier for them by sharing a transparent and visual record of where you’ve
been, where you are now, and where you’re going. They can then check in on the
project at any point and quickly understand what’s happening.
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Tip: Start with a tease

When you’re sharing your work, you want to make it interesting and engage
your clients in the decision-making process by giving them creative options.

The options should be in the appropriate format for the stage of the project
that you’re in: if you’re trying to understand the idea, it might be storyboards
or scenarios. If you’re trying to understand the functional use of the product, it
might be prototypes. If you’re trying to figure out the visual design direction,
it might be posters, and so on.

Part of your design process is exploring many avenues and iterating on those
variations, and while you don’t want to bog your clients down by sharing
everything, you definitely want to share some of those key explorations. If you
show up with just the one single proposed design, they might think about all
the other variations that you probably did run through – but because they
didn’t see them, they’ll get worried that there’s some other amazing option or
idea that didn’t get explored.
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10,000ft Insights Tip

Outline the Directions You’ve Explored

To give your client a better understanding of the concepts you’ve already explored,
you can create groups in Insights that plainly walk through each concept. In the
example above, we broke the concepts down in three main areas – Bold, Fun, and
Zen – so the underlying goals of each are up front.
By breaking the decision down into clear options, it will be easier for both your team
and your client to explore the concepts in terms of the overall themes and what you
were trying to accomplish with each direction.
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Tip: Show ‘em what you’ve got
It’s not simply about sharing well-crafted options or even just framing your
work in the broader context; you also want to provide a clear call to action
and make the decision easier by setting up a process to collect feedback.

In design, decisions can be tricky because so much of it’s subjective. While
your role is to be the designer, your client’s role is to represent the business
and the project goals, so you want to have them evaluate designs based on
what the business is trying to achieve. Simply leaving it open to comments
(“So, what do you think?”) can quickly land you in a pixel-level discussion with
that dreaded “Make it more blue, I LOVE blue!” type of feedback.

Start the conversation by framing what you're trying to decide on – is it the
layout? Visuals? Some specific piece of the design? This will help guide their
input and avoid focusing on things that aren’t important at that moment.

If you do find yourself getting randomized feedback that deviates from what
you’re trying to solve right then, try to uncover the underlying rationale. Is
your client asking for it to be “more blue” because they want it to be more
prominent? Or do they want to convey some emotion to the user? In the end,
guiding the discussion around the specific decisions that need to be made
will keep the conversation more focused and help you make a better product.
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10,000ft Insights Tip

Uncover Multiple Perspectives

In Insights, you can set up multiple rating tools or 2x2 matrices so people can rank
ideas based on various factors like business requirements, design principles, and
success criteria – really, the pillars of the project.
It’s kind of a pseudo-democracy where, in theory, if everyone agrees on the goals
and principles then you should be in agreement, but you also want to share a place
where the decisions-makers can clearly voice their opinions.
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Principle 3

Tell Your Story

Photo: Pedro Jesus
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Principle #3: Tell Your Story
Time to bring it all together. You got engaged, you got naked, now you want
to tell a story and eloquently deliver the final product to your client and other
stakeholders. What does it all mean?

As we covered in the last section, it’s important to take a step back to share
the context of your work. Recapping the project goals and requirements will
help your clients remember the key challenges they were trying to solve in the
first place and how your work fits in.

Tips to tell a delightful story
1. Get it engraved
2. Deliver a narrative, not a zip file
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Tip: Get it engraved

The first part of telling your story is to visually capture the work, principles, and
decisions you’ve been making all along so you can share how everything is
tying back to the core goals of the project. This can be done in a bunch of
creative and memorable ways – such as a physical book, a presentation deck,
or an interactive digital poster in Insights (we’ll cover this in more detail in a
couple pages).

There’s a nuanced difference between project goals, business requirements,
and design principles. Design principles are grounded in user research,
strategy, or brand philosophy - basically, this is where your expertise as a
designer shines. If you imbue the project with these concrete principles early
on and get client agreement on them, they’ll not only help guide discussions
later on about fuzzy, subjective decisions, but you can also lean on them for
support when presenting your final work.

By compiling the project summary into a digestible story, it will make
everyone feel more confident about the final product, because based on all
the groundwork you’ve done leading up to that moment, it’s already clear
why you went down this particular path.
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Tip: Deliver a narrative, not a zip file

Okay, so the day is finally here. It’s the end of the project, and you’re handing
it all over to the client. This is the culmination of all your hard work, so do it
justice and give them the whole story. You want to deliver a narrative about
how and why you landed where you did – not just a zip file with your work.

Projects will inevitably take on new life with the client once you step away. It
can be scary, yes, but also largely in your control if the whole process has
been cohesive enough.

If you tell your story effectively, it won’t only give context in the moment, but it
will also set your work up to shine in the future. As things change and new
information or context will come to light, if the client has the full picture, they
can adapt to those changes easily and appropriately while keeping the core
rationale and spirit of your design alive.
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10,000ft Insights Tip

Share Your Final Work in a Digital Poster

In Insights, you can create beautiful digital posters with links to underlying content
like research, brainstorm notes, and iterations. It’s a great way to not only present
your final product, but also to make sure that the context of your work lives on even
when you’ve stepped away from the project.
A well-crafted story keeps your work visible to the client long after your engagement
has ended, and hopefully that also leads to future work.
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So it’s the the end of the project, and you’re ready for final sign off.

If you’ve gone through each of these steps with your clients, they have to
agree with you on the final direction because it will feel like their idea. Hell, it
might actually even be their idea – and together, you’ve brought it to life.
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And then,
happily ever after
(cheers!)
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About 10,000ft

10,000ft builds simple, collaborative software for the modern workforce.
Our portfolio of products includes 10,000ft Plans, an award-winning planning
tool for resource management, time tracking, and business analytics; and
10,000ft Insights, a design-driven collaboration tool to organize, present, and
get feedback on your creative projects.
Some of the biggest names in the creative industry use 10,000ft software to
manage their teams and projects every day. These companies require flexible
tools that map to their unique business process. They also need tools that are
enjoyable to use. We focus on giving you the most important information
about your teams and projects so that you can make strategic decisions that
help your company grow.
Learn more about 10,000ft at www.10000ft.com

info@10000ft.com
619 Western Ave, Suite 500
Seattle, WA 98104

