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The genesis of any business relationship is the time when, as 
a business, you have a chance to set the tone for the rest of 
what you hope will be successful, long-lasting and fruitful 
relationship.

As a business, you need to use this time to establish 
yourselves as the proactive experts in your field they thought 
you were when they approached you. Clear boundaries need 
to be set and principles (rules of engagement) need to be 
established. The purpose of this is fourfold: 

1. It needs to be made clear – you are the expert: after all
that is why you have been hired. You know what is best for
your client and it is your job to make sure this fact never gets
lost.

2. You need to manage expectations: over-promising and
under-delivering is always a risk when there is no structure to
a relationship. This will also help guide your internal teams as
well and will be useful if you hire contractors or have a high
turnover of staff.

3. Communication! Communication! Communication is the
downfall or the success of every relationship. Every PRINCE2
certified project manager knows the importance of a
communication management strategy, also referred to as a
communications plan outside of the PRINCE2 environment.
Simply put, this documents governs and describes the ways
in which you will communicate with your client.

Your engagement with a client starts on a project basis so use 
your first project to establish the way in which you 
communicate. This should and must evolve over time; 
however, failure to be deliberate about communication is 

The RIGHT start

“we started on the 
back foot, and we 

never really 
established our 

relationship 
properly”
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setting your business up for future issues. Collaborate with your client on the ways in 
which communications can be streamlined and efficient. 

Taking time to solidify the way you engage with your client early on demonstrates you are 
actually concerned about the way you deliver your service to them.

4.	 You have a responsibility to educate your clients on how to be good clients. Being the 
experts that you are, who would know better than you what the perfect client is like or 
would be like? Now there is no such thing as a perfect client, but it is your responsibility to 
mould and shape your clients into the closest thing, to the best clients they can be.

I once sat in a meeting with the MD of a company and a project team I had recently joined. 
This was a wrap-up meeting to discuss why the project team had lost a rolling contract 
that was worth £3m a year. I sat astonished, as the reasons for the ending of the 
relationship were things like: “we acquiesced to all their demands”, “we started on the 
back foot, and we never really established our relationship properly”. 

Amongst other ‘Project Management 101’ things that were used as excuses in that 
meeting, I have come to realise that in the pursuit of money, people often forget it is the 
little things that, when neglected, cause major problems and ultimately separation. (I think 
you can apply this to other areas of life too.)

The moral of this story is: DO the little things right.
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Your client is not a company – it is a person, or at most, a 
couple of people. Relationships can run smoothly or 
completely break down because the designated person 
managing the relationship with your client has no ‘people 
skills’.

I realised a few years into my project management career that 
project administration is not hard once you have done it a few 
times. But the higher you advance the quicker you realise 
systems and processes are not the issue; the management of 
people is the biggest challenge.

You must take the time to understand the major stakeholders 
on the client’s side, especially your main point of contact/s. 
This person or these people can become your biggest allies or 
enemies. Taking time out to understand the inner workings of 
your client’s business whilst also discovering the inner 
workings of your point of contact’s mind will reap great 
benefits for your relationship. Once again, this demonstrates a 
level of service that feels like more than just shaking hands on 
a deal: it gives your client the impression that their business 
matters to you.

Your company structure might dictate that account managers 
manage relationships with clients, but if someone else on your 
team (e.g. the project manager) clearly has a better 
experience or rapport with this type of client or with your main 
point of contact, then a decision must be made that promotes 
the best interest of both sides.

I was once hired by a company that were working on a 
specific type of project for the first time. Before I arrived, a 
team who had no experience of this type of project was 
running it… running it into the ground. Through no fault of 

Be HUMAN

“Tell them to get it 
done, they will have 
to work evening and 

weekends if 
necessary”
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their own but a lack of experience, they had managed to alienate a partner company (a key 
component in the delivery of the project) working on the project with them. I immediately 
realised this was an issue I had to resolve if this project would be successfully delivered. I 
ingratiated myself with the delivery team at the company, which had been alienated, by 
travelling to their office on multiple occasions to hear their side of story. Then I took the 
reins.I controlled all lines of communication between them and the company that hired me. 
Only then was I able to successfully repair the relationship between the two companies, 
but only after I took the time to understand both sides of the story. All parties were then 
able to see more clearly, hostilities ended and work continued uninhibited.

Whether you are dealing with a big corporation, or a corner shop owner, you are dealing 
with human beings. Take time to understand your clients, their motivations, characters and 
personalities. 

A couple of years ago I was hired by a client to find them a new digital agency. Part of the 
process of finding them a new agency was discovering their issues with the old one. When 
meeting with prospective agencies I helped them build a holistic pitch, which not only 
addressed my client’s business needs, but gave assurances that their new agency would 
be the antithesis of their previous agency.

The winning agency understood the importance of being human; their personal approach 
to pitching put them at the front of the pack. They took note of all of the character 
assessments I offered to them and tailored their pitch perfectly to the client. 

I have also in the past successfully on-boarded new staff onto complex projects with 
clients by giving new staff a stakeholder brief. It is vital that during the on-boarding 
process, you not only give your staff an introduction to the work you are doing with the 
client, but also tell them about the people! 

Countless times in my career I have been given bad handovers which put the projects I 
was working on at risk; however, the one thing which could have mitigated that risk was a 
stakeholder brief. I have worked my way out of many tight situations by establishing a 
good relationship with client stakeholders on at-risk projects, even going so far as to gain 
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information about projects that I should have known about, but due to poor handover 
documents, didn’t know about.
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I don’t lie or practice lying and neither should you. One sure 
fire way to lose the trust of a client is to deceive them. One of 
the common mistakes I have encountered in my career is a 
company trying to hide project issues from clients.

You must take clients on a journey: honesty is always the best 
policy. If you have followed steps one–three you should be 
primed to establish a culture between your business and the 
client, where teams on both sides feel as they are equally 
responsible for the success or failure of the relationship.

Obviously, it is not always expedient to tell the client 
everything – discretion should be used as and when 
necessary. However keeping the client informed and 
encouraging a culture of openness means there should never 
be any nasty surprises. When a client feels like a partner, 
sometimes failure is ok. If they have been an active part of the 
service delivery process, were treated as a partner and were 
fully aware of their responsibility, then assuming you weren’t 
just rubbish on this project, failure to deliver on promises 
becomes an obstacle that can be overcome rather than a 
deal-breaking issue.

The communication management strategy keeps everyone 
open and honest and ensures that (internally and externally) 
everyone knows what is expected of him or her.

I once had to tell a client that the project I was delivering to 
them was going to be woefully late. As much as they were 
keen to have the project delivered, they accepted the revised 
date of delivery. This is because up until this point I had 
informed them of all the risks, regularly updated them on the 
status of these risks and how they could be mitigated. They 
also accepted a portion of their responsibility. I took the time 

Tell the TRUTH

“I am not willing to 
attend meetings and 

lie for you, to the 
project sponsors 

about the status of 
this project. It won’t 
be delivered on time 
and I have made that 
clear on numerous 

occasions”
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to understand the individuals I was working with and recognised that because of the way I 
initiated our relationship, I would probably not have an issue delivering late because I had 
already established a level of respect and a rapport that wouldn’t be thwarted by one 
missed deadline.
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Your relationships with clients should always be evolving; you 
should always be working towards a better, more efficient way 
of operating and relating to your client. You should both be 
working at this continuously and iteratively.

There are times in your relationship, as I have eluded to 
already, that you may need to change the way you have done 
things previously but this should not compromise the core 
principles of the way you operate. If you acquiesce to every 
whim of your client, you will not only forfeit your status as 
experts but also set dangerous precedents that your business 
will not be able to live up to.

Whilst managing a small micro site (small website) build that 
was in the final stages of delivery, the client requested last 
minute changes to the design of the site, designs that they 
had already signed off. This change was out of scope and 
something that could potentially affect the final delivery of the 
project. I wanted to say no but I was overruled and we had to 
make the change. 

This was a dangerous precedent to set for many reasons, in 
the future, we may not have had the resources to make such a 
late change; also, human nature prescribes that if you give us 
an inch we will most likely push for a mile. A day later the 
client asked for another change literally 24 hours before 
delivery. This time I was given the authority to say no and we 
did, but then the client extended the deadline of project and 
so I was once again overruled – we rushed to get these 
changes made, meaning some team members had to stay 
late.

Be Flexible but DO 
NOT COMPROMISE

“To make these 
changes at this time 

would be out of 
scope and a risk to 

the project. I suggest 
we go with the MVP 

(Minimum Viable 
Product) and make 
the changes after 

launch”.
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Situations like this are common; your business has to define what is flexibility and what is 
compromise. There is a fine line between the two: to maintain respect and order, this 
needs to be defined and adhered to.
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As a career contractor, one of the things I lament is the lack of 
ethos in service delivery I encounter at the various places I 
have worked. Every business must have an ethos or vision 
than underpins the way it operates, because the most 
successful enterprises are known for this, such as Apple and 
Google. 

If you fail to retain clients it is probably due to the quality of 
your service, but often it is the quality of your service delivery 
that compounds or elevates the problem. Some clients are 
willing to work with less than stellar service providers because 
their service delivery is first rate.

The way you treat your clients should be at the centre of your 
company; it should affect the way every department of the 
company operates, especially any client-facing department. 
All staff should be customer-minded, but unfortunately this is 
not the case. It is becoming necessary to have a document 
which espouses this ethos and vision – your very own 
Constitution. Codification matters. If it didn’t, the Constitution 
of the United States would not be so revered and the Bible 
wouldn’t still be the biggest selling book in the world over two 
millennia after its first chapters were written.

Current staff needs to be reminded, new staff need to know 
and clients need to understand the way in which you would 
like to operate. This document needs to be a living-breathing 
organism that adapts to the changing world of commerce.

If you like flip-flopping through a diverse clientele, keeping 
none, managing the constant threat of not having stable 
sources of income on which to rely, then ignore everything I 
have written. But if you would like to build long-lasting 
relationships that can enhance your business and your clients, 

CODIFY

The importance of 
codifying the 

operational side of 
your relationship 

“Write the vision, 
and make it plain 

upon tables, that he 
may run that readeth 

it”
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then I dare you to take heed and implement what I have written. Build a culture that 
focuses not only on service but service delivery. It is not always about what you do but the 
way you do it. No doubt you are fighting to stand out from the crowd in a busy 
marketplace – well, here is one way to do it, a way that has been tried and tested and will 
ultimately stand the test of time.
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