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What I Have Learned About Building
Relationships with Clients and
Others in the Field
by Dina Vance

“How we connect with
our clients and show
them that we care
stems from our
values.”

The Best Advice That Changed Everything
When I was 20 years old I was the youngest officer at a bank in the
Chicagoland suburbs. I considered myself most fortunate that the
president of the bank, who was highly successful and very
charismatic – served as my mentor. What he told me about building
relationships struck me at my core. I incorporated it the moment I
heard it and have been demonstrating it since. Over 25 years later, I
can honestly say, it’s the best advice I have ever been given.
Here’s what he told me – people buy from people who they are
attracted to. He didn’t mean physically attracted to. He meant that
people choose to do business with people who have values that they
are drawn to because they share those values as well. And people
buy from people they think care about them, are kind to them, and
are interested in what they want and need.

“Be Gumby” and
don’t nickel and dime
them!”

If you think about it, those are the attributes that we are attracted to
when we consider having a relationship with anyone – whether it be
in business or otherwise.
I believe this so deeply and have had tangible evidence supporting
this belief multiple times throughout my career. I’ve been fortunate
to have worked with organizations well known for their services and
products. But their products and services weren’t always the best –
what made the companies truly great was the way they differentiated
themselves through the client relationships they nurtured.
For example, the company I’m currently with has outstanding,
relevant, and innovative solutions. But the truth of the matter is this
– there are 150 other training companies in our space and many of
them are very large, powerful companies with very deep pockets.
Being attractive in a highly competitive environment, is no small feat!
Yet our company prospers.

One of the recommendations I offer to assist in being an “attractive” business partner to
your clients is to be very clear on your company values, consistently demonstrate and
live those values each day, and make sure those you hire are in complete alignment
with your values. (And if you’re working for a company that doesn’t share your values,
consider finding one that does.) Why are values so important? From my vantage point,
how we connect with our clients and show them that we care stems from our values.
Two Things and Two Things Only
There are two values I live by, personally and professionally. I will add that these
values are shared by each of our client relationship team members. The first can be
best characterized as “Be Gumby”. For those of you who don’t remember Gumby, he
was a delightfully green clay animation humanoid figure featured on television for a
number of decades beginning in the mid-1950s. The Gumby franchise spawned the
popular Gumby and Pokey toy figurines which were noted for their exceptional flexibility.
And that is the power message behind “Be Gumby.” Value and promote flexibility in
your client relationships.
In the course of a client engagement, if a client makes a request of me, and the request
makes sense, there is nothing I will say “no” to. I will figure out a way to make it work.
Whether the request comes in the contracting process, during the deliverable, or any
time thereafter, it doesn’t matter. “No, we can’t do it” is not in our company vocabulary.
I literally tell people that “I am Gumby, let’s figure it out together.” Having said that, if I
believe the client, their employees, or their business will be harmed or their results will
be diminished in any way by fulfilling a request, I will definitely bring forward the concern
in a non-emotional way, providing the client with a sound rationale for reconsidering the
request and educating the client on additional alternatives. But, if a request makes
sense, I will always look for ways to make it happen to produce the best outcome for the
client.
There have been times that I have worked with other colleagues where this particular
value was not shared. I will also tell you that many of those same colleagues
experienced slow growth in their new client sales, as well as challenges in retaining
their hard-won client relationships. And the client relationships they did retain, atrophied
over time with very few, if any, new projects beyond the initial sale. If a client made a
request of them that was outside a typical project scope, these individuals spent their
time trying to convince the client to go in a different direction, focusing on what they
couldn’t do for the client rather than on what they could do.
The second value we share is that we are all committed to scoping our consulting and
training engagements correctly on the front end of the process, so when additional
requests are made (and they will invariably be made no matter how good you are at
project scoping), we don’t have to go back and nickel and dime our clients with added
costs. Having been on the client side before I got into consulting, I know for a fact how
detestable it is to have just signed a large contract and before the ink has dried, the
vendor is giving me another contract addendum for a needed deliverable which was
uncovered shortly after we started implementation.

Oh, how I dreaded going back to the CFO looking for more money.
Now that I’m on the “vendor” side, if a client asks for something extra to assist with the
implementation, I tell them that we’d be happy to offer that service as part of our
agreement. I’ve been told time and time again from our clients that this is why they view
us as a true partner, a valued member of their team, and not an external vendor.
You may be thinking how can we still be in business if we’re not focused on making the
most money on a project? Well, here is what I will share with you. As a company, we
have never been more profitable since we stopped the old business philosophy of billing
for every little thing we did. Again, you have to know your client acquisition and project
deliverable costs, and then scope and price the project accordingly and fairly. Stand by
your contract. If you need to do something extra to ensure your client achieves the
results you promised…then be happy for that opportunity.
A quick point I’d like to add on client acquisition costs is that if you don’t know what your
costs are, figure them out fast, and use this new-found knowledge intelligently and
immediately. In our company, to obtain a new client relationship, it costs $18,000 to
$25,000, depending on the type of project. That’s just one more good reason to show
your clients the respect and care they deserve. Remember to “Be Gumby” and don’t
nickel and dime them!
Always keep it Professional
The last point I’ll leave you with is this – in the process of establishing healthy client
relationships that thrive over time, remember to keep it professional. I’m surprised at
how many people engaged in sales think that to develop a client relationship they have
to get really personal with their clients, or be engaged in “gimmicks” to be liked. I am
reminded of a colleague who knew everything about a prospect’s family, personal life,
and business (and I mean everything), but she couldn’t make the sale.
I have found there are three principles to consider when building a business
relationship.
They are:
1) care about the person as a business professional;
2) make it your business to help them look good in their company; and
3) put your focus on ensuring their project is a wild success and that they get the results
you promised…and then some.
Knowledge of a client’s family or personal life might naturally creep into the
conversation, but from my experience, that’s not what it means to build and create a
strong client relationship.
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