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While polished photographs
of her projects typically land
on her Instagram grid, Jean
Liu has shifted her design
firm's social media focus to
more ephemeral Story posts
that offer a behind-the-scenes
look at her work—part of a
lead-generation strategy she

outlines on page 30.
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How do you shepherd a client

from initial contact to signed

contract? We asked seven

designers about the journey to

the dotted line—including the %f?;""';‘
age-old debate of whether to d

charge for the first consultation.
Melissa Colgan Emily Davis Swati Goorha J.P.Horton
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How do you respond to inquiries?
EMILY DAVIS: Most inquiries are gener-
ated from referrals, so potential clients
sometimes call or text as the first point of
contact. I request their email address and
send them a “Working With Me” docu-
ment—a one-page PDF that outlines my
processes, fees and business practices.
If they are in agreement, we set up an
initial meeting.

J.P. HORTON: As more and more people
find me on Instagram, I direct all inqui-
ries to email and have prospective clients
answer a few key questions before we
schedule a call—notably, a brief synopsis
of what their project entails, their budget,
and if they have worked with a designer
before. If it seems like a good fit, I will
have a phone interview at no charge. I vet
a lot of clients on that first phone call,
and sometimes schedule a follow-up
call before meeting in-person.

After a discovery call to
confirm arealistic timeline
and budget, Swati Goorha

meets with clients for up
to two hours to outline the
design process and estab-
lish a scope of work—giving

clients “a taste of what
lies ahead” if they choose
to move forward, like the
art-collecting New Jersey
couple she designed this
living room for did.
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HEIDI CAILLIER: I respond personally to
each inquiry with a few questions about
the scope of work, the budget, the time-
line and the location. Once I receive
those answers—and if they align with
what we are looking for—the next step is
a complimentary phone call.

RHONNIKA CLIFTON: I respond to all
inquiries by sending a link to book a free
15-minute discovery call via Calendly.
I refer to this meeting as an interview
for both parties to make sure we are a
good match.

SWATI GOORHA: Clients who inquire by
email or phone are directed to our website
to schedule a 30-minute complimentary
discovery call with our project manager,
who explains our clients’ average spend
for a specific type of project, as well as
lead times [for that type of work]; we
also ascertain the client’s intent and read-
iness before scheduling a paid in-home
discovery session.

ROSANNA BASSFORD: In my first email,
I send links to my portfolio as well as
times to schedule a quick, complimentary
discovery call, which is intended to be
20 minutes, though sometimes it does go
longer. On the call, I can usually deter-
mine if the client is going to be a fit; if yes,
I offer to do the next step, which is the
longer, more in-depth video call. After
the call, I also send the potential client
more information—details on my design
process, the services I offer, and my rates.

Do you ask a prospective client to fill
out a questionnaire?

GOORHA: Clients fill out a basic online
form when they schedule the discovery
call, which covers their project needs,
their address, and how they became
aware of our firm. Once a client signs up,
a more in-depth questionnaire is used to
understand their wants and needs. We
also encourage the use of an “idea board”
for clients to select and share examples of
what they like.

MELISSA COLGAN: I wait to send out a
questionnaire until a week or two before
our first meeting. If I can get the poten-
tial client to send me links to Pinterest or
Houzz boards, that is always great, too—
it’s such a cliche, but a picture really is
worth a thousand words (if not more)
when trying to figure out if their style is
going to sync up well with the budget,
the style of the home, and my personal
aesthetic leanings. If there is an architect
or contractor already involved, I like to
have that information and research their
work a bit, too.
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CLIFTON: I used to send style question-
naires to my clients, but I don’t anymore.
Instead, I use the first two steps of my
processes—the discovery call and initial
consultation—to ask the prospective
clients all of my questions. In between the
call and consultation, I send a welcome
letter with information about what to
expect at this first meeting, my rate sheet
and a free copy of my e-book, The
Educated Client: A Guide to Understanding
the Interior Design Process.

CAILLIER: I don’t have a questionnaire. I
like to talk through projects with poten-
tial clients instead, because I have found
that sometimes people just don’t know
what things cost or what the process is
like—especially if they have never
worked with a designer. A questionnaire
limits people to responses that may not
be accurate, or that only tell part of the
story; a phone call opens up the possi-
bility to educate clients and discover
their true goals.

What's on the agenda for your first
in-person meeting with a client?
DAVIS: My goal for a first client meeting is
to have fun but to get down to business. I
start by asking a lot of questions about the
client’s preferences; toward the end of the
meeting, I take pictures and measurements
of all spaces. The initial meeting for me
isn’t a fluff one—it shows how I run my
business and demonstrates that the time
that I am charging for is always well-spent.

GOORHA: I am personally involved in
meeting all our clients. This first meeting
is about making sure we are the right firm
for the client, and that they are the right
client for our firm. Because we can spend
anywhere from six months to three years
on a project (and sometimes end up
working on their second and vacation
homes), it is essential to meet in person to
make sure we will have a good working
relationship. The in-home consultation
also allows us to discuss ideas and possi-
bilities for the space—some clients that
were on the fence are even persuaded to
start the project sooner because they see
the advantages of hiring us. We use the
meeting to walk around the space with the
client; review the site conditions; and
establish a baseline of the project scope. It
is also essential to talk about the budget
and timeline in person during this
meeting, which establishes a good foun-
dation for communication and planning.

CLIFTON: My first meeting—whether in
person or virtual—is set at a minimum of
two hours to ensure that we can cover all
of the information I need to produce a
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thorough scope of work agreement. I
break the meeting into three parts: I start
by introducing myself and doing a
walk-through of the entire property,
which allows me to see how the family
functions, as well as see the existing style
and furnishings. Second, I sit down with
the main decision-makers to discuss the
scope of work, timeline and budget expec-
tations. Lastly, I answer all questions the
prospective clients have—design and
decorating can be a hefty investment, so I
like to give them plenty of time to [talk
and make sure they] feel comfortable
putting their trust in my company.

BASSFORD: I cover my general design
process, as well as what the client is
looking for, their design aesthetic, likes
and dislikes, pain points, wants, invest-
ment level and timing requirements. The
conversation gives me enough informa-
tion for me to put together a proposal.

HORTON: I take a tour of the house or
rooms to be executed, where I make
initial notes and take many photos. I have
also found that sending my operating
agreement in advance can be beneficial
so that the prospective client can ask me
questions during the meeting.

COLGAN: I always like to walk the site (if
new construction) or the home (if reno-
vation or just decorating). Then we sit
down to discuss the plans, budget and
schedules. 1 also try to walk clients
through my letter of agreement at this
meeting. I am not always good about this,
because it can feel awkward, but I've
found that when I do go through it
everyone is much more clear on my
process and fee schedule, which makes
the job go more smoothly down the road.
All the while, I am also trying to get a
sense of whether or not I like being
around the client—though I don’t usually
walk away [at this stage] unless there are
huge red flags. Even for potential clients
that I may not have as much of a natural
connection with, I am trying to figure out
how best to communicate with them.
There is so much about this job that is
about communication, and what is right
for one client may not be right for another,
so I use this as a chance to really get a
sense of the personalities—cues that are
so helpful to figure out early in the process.

Do you charge for that first meeting?

CAILLIER: Yes. Doing so sets the tone that
I charge for my time, eliminates meetings
with people who are not serious (or who
cannot or do not want to afford our
services), makes things more serious and
professional right off the bat—and it’s time

For clients like the
Los Altos, California,
family she designed
this home office for,

Rosanna Bassford uses
the first meeting with
clients to glean enough
information to create a
compelling proposal—
and she doesn’t charge
for her time.
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After an exploratory phone call, Heidi
Caillier schedules a paid consultation
with prospective clients to see their

discuss the budget, and explain how
her firm works. Billing for the meeting,

®

space, review the scope of work,

she says, eliminates tire-kickers
and establishes that she bills hourly
throughout the design process.

that I'm taking away from working on a
paying client’s project. I consider it time
that I am actually working, so I feel abso-
lutely fine charging for that. If a potential
client does not want to pay for your time at
the start, they are likely going to question
your billing all the way through the project.

COLGAN: Yes. Sometimes I've already
signed the client by the first in-person
meeting, but I also charge for the consul-
tation if we are still feeling each other
out. It usually takes about two hours, and
since my fees are structured around time
billing, I need to charge for that time.

BASSFORD: I have never charged for the
initial client meeting. In the end, I put
myself in the client’s position: If they are
truly serious about hiring a designer and
investing in their home, their intention is
to learn about the process and the
designer’s personality and approach. In a
way, it is an interview both ways, and I
don’t feel I should charge for this. After

all the inquiries and consultations I have

done, I am usually able to weed out the
less serious inquiries or clients that are
not a fit during the discovery call; I have
rarely felt like I was taken advantage of in
terms of clients asking for tons of infor-
mation or advice with the intention of
not hiring. Most people are very busy,
and if they are taking an hour out of their
day, they are usually serious!

DAVIS: I absolutely do. I often discuss
specifics as it pertains to layout, function
and design in that meeting, so not
charging for it would be giving away
intellectual property for free. In this busi-
ness, open communication about fee
schedules is so important. It is stated in
my contract that there is a fee for the
initial meeting, so clients are aware of the
fee prior to setting up the meeting.

GOORHA: Yes. Our in-home consultation
sessions can be up to two hours and
require research and planning. We go in
prepared, using the [completed] question-
naire, and we use the session to share
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design ideas, help clients with budgets and

finalize the scope. It is essential that clients
understand the value of our time and
commit to the process starting with the
first in-home consultation.

CLIFTON: Yes. As a designer, your time
and knowledge is valuable—and should
be treated as such. The moment you
apply compensation for your services,
you will be respected as the industry
professional you are, and prospective
clients will have no problem compen-
sating you for your time and expertise.

HORTON: I dont charge for the first
meeting, because it is the last step before
a client signs my contract, and it is typi-
cally brief—about an hour. It is mainly to
meet face to face with the clients, see the
home in person, and answer any
remaining questions I or the client may
have—I do not give any design ideas or
advice in the first meeting. Once a client
is under contract, I go back for another
meeting to begin the design process. B

The First Client

Once you have aroster of happy clients singing your praises, it’s

relatively easy to get more. But how do you get from zero to one?

We asked four designers to share their stories.

AS TOLD TO FRED NICOLAUS

® THE DIRECTOR

Miami-based designer Megan Grehl
recounts how she landed a famous
director as her first client—in a city
where she'd never worked before.

| was bornin Texas but | grew up in Asia
until college. | graduated in the middle of
the 2008 recession and there were no
jobs, so | thought, “Might as well go back to
Chinal” In Shanghai | started working for
architecture firms, and | was one of the only
bilingual employees, so my bosses would
use me as the secret weapon to goinand
make pitches to developers, selling them
on Philippe Starck and Tom Dixon.

My career was on an upward trend, but
| was worried I'd get really highupina
Chinese architecture firm and then never
be able to work in the United States,
because the markets are so different.

Soin 2014, | moved to New York with no
money, crashed with a cousin, and started
getting tiny projects through Homepolish.
Then, out of nowhere, one of the furniture
salespeople at my old firm in Shanghai
texted me: “There’s this high-end client in
Los Angeles who doesn't really speak
English, so he’s looking for a bilingual
interior designer. Do you know anyone?”

There | wasin New York dealing with
very small projects, and here’s this amazing
6,000-square-foot mansion in L.A.—of
course | put myself forward! The client
turned out to be a film director, Teng Hua
Tao, famous for romantic comediesin
China. We talked over text, | showed him
my portfolio, and a few days later he put me
on aplane to California to meet his real
estate brokerin L.A.

| had just moved to New York, so | barely
knew the New York scene. When | got to
L.A., I knew no one—no furniture vendors,
no drapery, nothing. | started asking all of
the Homepolish designersin L.A. to coffee
and asked for everyone’s sources. It was
daunting, but it worked. My next big client
was actually quite similar—a client based
in Taiwan who had a property in San
Francisco—and | did the same thing. The
whole experience gave me the confidence

BUSINESSOFHOME.COM | WINTER 2021 45

that | canfigure it out, evenif the jobis on
the other side of the country. By being
resourceful, you can getit done. The world’s
not as big as we think itis. —Megan Grehl

® THE COLLEAGUE

How a connection with a former
co-worker led to Oakland,
California-based designer Kelly
Finley's first big project.

| was working for a large law firm doing
white-collar litigation—basically, | was
defending rich criminals—and after
finishing up a big trial, | needed a break. |
started taking design classes and | found
myself pulling all-nighters to finish my
homework. The more | learned about
interior design, the more | wanted to do it,
but | had no clue about how | was going to
getclients. When | look back at my
business plan, for the part about getting
work, | think | literally wrote: “l don't know.”

My husband gotajobinL.A. and when
we moved down from the Bay Area, |
started looking for design work instead of a
legal job. | got an internship, started
blogging and posting to Instagram—but
nothing came fromiit. Then | got lucky. A
former colleague from the law firm moved
from San Francisco to L.A. and [was]
buying a house that needed to be gutted.

There was a contractor already locked
into the project through a familial hookup,
which was a little complicated only
because he wasn't that comfortable
speaking English. For casual conversations
it wasn't a big deal, but when we started
getting into the more technical stuff, it got
tricky. There were times when | was like,
“OK, I'm going to call the client’s mother
over speakerphone so she can translate.”
It was a big lesson in having as detailed a
set of drawings as you possibly can, but it
turned out great in the end and my
colleague loved it.

It's funny, when | look back onit, only
now do | recognize how the effort | putinto
my previous career has paid off in this one.
That client knew | didn’t know what | was

doing as a designer, but she knew | was a



