
 

 
 

 SO YOU'RE STARTING A PRACTICE By Hugh Hochberg 
Published in AIA / The YAF Connection  

Hugh Hochberg is a partner in The Coxe Group Inc., a firm that has devoted its 
39-year life to consulting to design professions. In 30 years of consulting, he has 
worked with more than 600 firms, many of which were start-up practices.  

There’s a rumor afoot that you are about to start a practice. Those who know you 
observe that you have been restless lately, increasingly frustrated with having to 
fit into your current employer’s policies—some of which don’t acknowledge your 
talent and initiative—and feeling under-compensated relative to the quality of 
your work and the profit you generate. On the other hand, you generally enjoy the 
clients with whom you work, the projects in which you are involved, and the 
collegiality of those around you. You’ve also seen recent compensation data for 
the profession that indicates your total compensation exceeds by 20 percent the 
norm for people in your position.  

A family friend whose auto dealership needs a new facility has told you that you 
will be his architect as soon as you’re ready. While an auto dealership isn’t what 
you had in mind when you first starting thinking about the influence your 
architecture might have on the world, and it differs dramatically from the 
institutional and low-cost housing that has been the majority of your work, you 
see it as a way to get started in your new firm. You’re 31 years old, and six years 
ago you received your masters degree in architecture. You earned your license 
two years ago, but the principals in your current firm still seal your project 
documents. It annoys you that when your most recent project was cited for design 
excellence in the local media, the pincipal-in-charge, whose role in the project 
you consider minimal, stole the limelight.  

Your boyfriend notes that you’re a bit impetuous at times, but then, he’s an 
accountant and everyone seems a bit impetuous to him. However, you realize that 
starting a firm is a significant career move, and you don’t want to blow it. With 
limited perspective—other than working two summers in a firm near school, you 
have only worked in one firm—the question of whether to start a firm is more 
important right now than how to start one.  

Your strong design talents and good client skills—although occasionally your 
impatience with clients who "don’t get it" surfaces—have earned you attention by 
the principals in your current firm and with clients. You have limited interest in 
certain aspects of practice. Owning and controlling a firm appeals to you, 
particularly if you can have highly competent and dedicated people handle those 
functions in which you don’t want to be immersed, most notably the technical 
aspects of projects, construction administration, technology, and bookkeeping.  
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A seasoned practitioner, old enough to be your father but energetic enough to be 
your brother, shares the wisdom of his experience, and he grabs your attention 
when he tells you that after decades in practice, it became clear to him that for 
architect to be truly successful, what’s in the heart is more important that what’s 
in the head. As he nears the end of his full-time role in the firm he has led, he tells 
you that time away from the firm is as important as the time in it. He tells you that 
the regrets of his career center on having done work that met clients 
programmatic needs and earned accolades from their peers and even from his own 
peers, but that similar accolades weren’t coming from himself. He also shares 
with you some stories about his partners, past and current, and why he values 
some more than others. He talks about life experiences in his firm—marriages, 
divorces, illnesses, deaths—and the firm’s external influences and realities—the 
vagrancies of the economy, the evolution of technology, aggressive competition, 
recruitment environments—in a way that gets you thinking differently about the 
career move you are contemplating. That his passion for practice and for life is so 
evident connects you to him, and you see starting a practice as something 
significantly more than simply creating an environment in which to produce 
architecture.  

The stories of this practitioner gain traction when you consider the number of new 
firms you’ve observed, just during the few years you’ve been in practice, that 
started and then disappeared. You know the people in those firms didn’t 
disappear; they went to practice in other firms. You’ve spoken to a few of those 
practitioners, and what you learned registers clearly with you: For most of them, 
the burden of running a practice exceeded the joys of owning it, even more so for 
those architects whose passion was more about the work and its impact than about 
the practice itself.  

You begin to take much more seriously the potential impact that the decision to 
start a firm could have on your life. You realize that the people with whom you 
partner, if indeed you have partners, the people whom you employ, and the clients 
whom you serve are more important than the composition and structure of the 
firm. You start to think differently about practice. You begin to think about your 
preferred future as a way of shaping the present. You think about your interests, 
your skills, and your passions. You think about the life you want to shape, about 
architecture’s role in that life, and the impact you want to have on societies and 
individuals. You realize that you, probably like most other architects you know, 
want your work to affect others and improve lives. You start to shed some of the 
implanted concepts about great architecture and replace them with notions about 
great contributions. The practical and functional aspects of having a practice 
lower in priority, while aspects related to your soul and spirit increase.  

The Zen of architecture becomes paramount, and you start to explore how you can 
most likely achieve your heartfelt ambitions to affect those around you. You 
project to the end of your career and the impacts you want to have made. You 
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think about the life will you want to have led. You come to a conclusion that both 
startles and relieves you. The opportunities to impact the world around you are 
greater where you are, and they outweigh the satisfaction that having your own 
firm might provide to your ego and your finances. Yes, that might change, but 
you conclude that if you start your own firm, it will be years before you are able 
to work on the scale and scope of projects in which you are now so engaged. 
When you remove your ego from the equation, you realize that for you, it is most 
important to satisfy not your entrepreneurial urge, but rather your passion to serve 
the people and communities around you. Your current firm’s clients, projects, 
people, and resources impress you when you consider things objectively. The 
annoyances, which may in fact drive you elsewhere if not resolved, warrant 
discussion with the firm’s principals, and, with optimism and a little trepidation, 
you decide that now is the time for that conversation.  

Still convinced that starting your own practice is the right move for you? Look for 
Hugh Hochberg’s advice on how to do it in the next issue of the Connection.  

One hundred thirty architecture and engineering professionals from around the 
country gathered in Philadelphia recently to explore and define what it will take to 
be successful in the 21st Century. Confronting head on the pessimism of many 
design professionals, the symposium participants resolved that future success in 
the design industry is in fact attainable. But it won't come cheaply.  

Success in the 21st Century, however, will require an entrepreneurial spirit, 
flexibility, an embracing of change, and the acceptance of a new paradigm for 
design firm leadership. Today's firms have a unique opportunity to redefine their 
approach to satisfying client needs, as well as a chance to evaluate and redefine 
organizational objectives.  

The blueprint for success developed by symposium participants would have 
practitioners embark on a strategy comprised of five key aspects: Professionalism, 
Client Focus, Strategic Partnering, Learning Culture, Leadership Through 
Responsibility. Let's look at each of the five:  

Professionalism  

Professionalism is an attitude, a commitment, a belief in "practice" and the 
foundation of a successful professional services firm. Quoting my partner, Weld 
Coxe, "practice first and foremost is about the quality and delivery of services" in 
the broadest sense: not only in design but in all aspects of producing positive 
results and happy clients. Symposium panelists emphasized that leadership sets 
the tone.  
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Client Focus  

Clients today are, on average, more knowledgeable about what they need from the 
various consultants available to them, and more sophisticated in their selections. 
These days it's rare that an unqualified firm shows up on a short list. What 
distinguishes the merely competent from the firms that get highest marks is 
frequently a consequence of their client focus. Some firms, like CTA, an 
architecture/engineering firm in Billings, MT, has structured programs for getting 
frequent, timely feedback from their clients about their satisfaction with the firm's 
service and value. Other firms employ less structured approaches to get this 
critical information.  

Such efforts reflect an underlying attitude of client focus. Such a focus is not only 
good human relations, it's good business. However if a firm seeks out this kind of 
feedback, then ignores it, it does so at its peril. Disregarding negative feedback is 
likely to reinforce what is already a counterproductive way of doing business.  

Having a client focus seems like an obvious strategy, but the majority of people 
on a career path toward working in a design firm are on that path because they 
want to do projects, not because they want to manage a design firm or client 
relationships. Those who are most likely to advance quickly learn that behind 
every project there is a client, and the easiest way to solve a project problem is to 
solve the client relationship problem that surrounds it. An ignored client is a 
problem waiting to happen.  

James Kennedy, who publishes Consultant News, a management consulting 
industry newsletter, puts it this way: "Treat every client as your only client."  

"The client doesn't care what you know until he knows you care." Whether it was 
first said by David Ogilve of the advertising firm Ogilve and Mather, 
management consultant David Maister, or any of several others to whom it has 
been attributed, the point is still valid: technical competency is widely prevalent 
and available—what sets a firm apart is packaging this competence with an 
attitude of client empathy and client focus.  

James Kennedy's Consultant News helps again, this time passing on the five point 
credo of one of Holland's leading consulting firms, Twijnstra Gudde:  

• "We believe in building relationships rather than marketing products"  
• Demonstrating knowledge and experience rather than presenting ourselves as 

experts"  
• Listening to clients, rather than telling which them problems they have"  
• Approaching individuals rather than addressing an anonymous group"  
• Having satisfied customers speak for us rather than announcing that we have 

satisfied customers."  
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Strategic Partnering  

As clients have become more concerned about the cost of projects and the time to 
complete them, as the environment in which design and construction occurs has 
become considerably more complex, and as most observers point to the 
desirability of getting all involved more clearly on track more quickly, the 
concept of partnering has looked increasingly attractive. There are many different 
definitions of "partnering," but what they have in common is an emphasis on 
reducing barriers among entities in the planning/design/construction team.  

We expect that during the next several years, more and more clients will 
appreciate the value of sustained relationships with providers of architectural, 
engineering, and construction services. This emphasis on continuing relationships 
will result in less effort being expended to get each new project team on course 
and allow more energy to be put into the project itself.  

An unfortunate and misdirected view of partnering is that by having the involved 
entities coalesce as a single team, the responsibility and exposure of any single 
entity is reduced. Perhaps architects are most guilty of falling into this trap. 
Perceptive clients, however, will read this as turning away from individual 
accountability for success of a project. Rather than using partnering as a vehicle 
for diluting responsibility, successful practitioners employ partnering to increase 
their ability to fulfill their responsibilities with fewer glitches and with a better 
ability to resolve difficulties that arise during the project.  

Creating a Learning Culture  

A major shift of the last decade and a half, relates to staffing the professional 
services firm. Design firms used to rely upon a wide base of employment 
candidates who, in the less complex environment of the past, could be brought 
into a firm at low compensation and be contributing members of project teams 
after relatively short learning curves. So much for history: currently, professionals 
practice in a much more complex environment. Today there are greater 
differences between cultures and operating styles of firms, and the best 
performers are in high demand, even in down market situations.  

The consequences of these changes are substantial: high quality staff members are 
more difficult to recruit. Compensation has increased for the highest performers, 
and it takes more time to integrate newcomers into the culture of a firm.  

There are also more efforts to lure staff from one firm to another. In response, 
firms need to be more diligent in hiring, more conscientious in providing 
opportunity for professional development and career advancement, and more 
willing to structure compensation plans that reward people for the value of their 
contributions to the firm's success.  
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Leadership Through Responsibility  

Leadership, defined as articulating the vision and setting the direction for the firm, 
must also include the notion of responsibility. This means being accountable for 
the quality of product and service that clients receive. Whereas many practitioners 
point to their insurance carriers in shifting them away from accountability for 
project success, the notion of "responsibility" says that clients have a right to 
expect their architects and engineers to embrace accountability.  

From a client's perspective, it makes little sense to pay the kind of fees to which 
architects and engineers like to think they are entitled if the responsibility for that 
work lies elsewhere, yet that is exactly the philosophy of firms who turn away 
from responsibility. Similarly, practitioners who bemoan the declining respect 
they receive need first to understand that declining respect is experienced mostly 
by those who don't perform up to client (and their profession's) expectations. 
Respect will go to those who assume the accountability that rightly belongs to the 
practitioner.  

A winning strategy that includes leadership through responsibility will be 
distinguished by a number of significant strengths: it assures the presence of a 
competent staff with access to all the firms resources to assure quality of service 
and product commensurate with clients' goals. Responsibility will be a tenet of the 
firm's mission. The firm will seek only clients with needs and expectations 
compatible with its own capacities and goals: by the same token, it will decline 
assignments where it cannot confidently claim responsibility for project success 
and client satisfaction. In short, a winning strategy will be distinguished by 
professionalism, client focus, strategic partnering, and learning culture. In 
embracing these concepts, the firm will confidently, willingly, and aggressively 
be responsible to its clients, the communities it serves, and itself.  

 


