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What's on the Horizon for Your Firm! 
BY JOAN CAPELIN, FSMPS, HON. AIA 

H ow to determine the right horizon line for 
your career was the topic of the cover story 
of Marketer's December 2008 issue.The short 

of itThe horiwn is as close or far as you want it to be. 

Let's recap a moment. Drawing exclusively from my SMPS 
Foundation White Paper research, the article reported that 
most states permit some level of design firm ownership by 
n o n d e s i g n ~ r ,  in more legal language, n o n - k m .  

This fict surprises many firms where one design discipline or 
another tends to dominate and restrict ownership. Reasons 
for this ~ X C ~ U S M ~ ~  vary. but it coma down to habit, culture, 
ignorance of these possibilities or of the laws of the state where 
these firms operate, andlor the need on the part of ownerihip 
to keep tight control on the enterprise, for whatever reason, 
including xenophobia. 

But there are many s r a m p l ~ o m e  f w e d  in the white 
paper-of sua;ess l l  design firms based on broader ownership, 
o ~ t i o n s  where the "right people on the busn indude the 
firm's markethg leader and/or the others in its C-Suite: the 
chief financial, chief technology, chief operations, chief human 
resources officer-you get the idea. 

What would it be like in the future ifyour company were to 
expand its leadership and ownership to "outsidersn with comple- 
mentary interests, credentials, and degrees? 'Ihere could, fbr 
instance, be MBAs and CPAs; former legislators, nurses and 
health administrators, and school administrators; attorneys; 
media industry executives (if you're really serious about your 
dients' brandmg); industrial designers; and so forth. Would 
the firm be better able to meet its mission? Serve its dients? 
Gain and retain talent? How would that work? 

Wait, wait! In fact, many f o d - t l d h g  firms around the 
United States already have such people on &or in dose 
contractual relationships. As a team, they are busy advising 
their clients, creating the future America, and having a gmt 

1 

time doing that work. Further, they are making a respectable 
profit and enjoying their positions of responsibility, authoriy, 
and respect vis-a-vis their clients and community. 

How well would the design firm of the future opemte under this 
more diverse business profde? What options are possible and what 
breakthro* available? 

I've been addresing these questions in presentations around the 

county, on the wings of the white paper's results, along with my 
white paper legal advisor James Frankel of-t Fox 

The more the economy has weakened, the more our projections 
seem realistic On May 1 at the American Institute ofArchit~s'  
2009 conference in San Francisco, we'll be joined by management 
consultant Hugh Hochberg, prindpd of The Coxe Group, in a 

two-hour p r o p  that will definitely kick the predictions and 
' 

discussion up a notch. 

" W r ~ l l  -Jd thB cWQII fim Of 
€he f u m r r o ~ m a  under s man, 
d i m  b k m  rn1'WM 

Spuking of the horizon, here is some of what I see. 

cat aid^, firms now recognize that their lrey people do not 
have to be design pmf&io&though these o h  must 
undersand the business of a design enterprise and value 
what desiga professionals do. On that bas's, look fbr much 
broader management, if not voting cmmmhip. 

8 '&is new padp-we've been d i n g  it a Stage Two Firm, 
Stage One being the mdi t iod   mod&^^ thinking 
about how designers and nonaesigners work together. 
Designing a building and designing an organization both 
raquire vis'in, taa, and decisiveness, in addition to talent. 

8 There ire organhionaUy strong, cmtive firms rhat will 
never $0 this way. That's he; there is mom for dl kinds. 



+, " ~ ~ h s t  wuldi t 'b  Mre 8yowrmwqxmy were to 
Its leadenhip aml ownership to 'outsiLrs'?" 

One ammey describes I i a n m e  w a ''lava flow" k a u s e  thiags I don't ebink so. You'd be d-d to consider what muid 
doandcanchangFindstate,whmrpI~~omrcSi&Por ch~,Wbat'snol~~usefulorreIcvantandwhatremaias 
imamx, dim a 20-year lobbying effort, the architects, engineers, inkolate in the legislature and also in yaur M s  d ~ u r e  and 
and Ian* d n c c s  of New York S d  mosr rstrlame conalbutioa? Howmutd broader ownership b d t  your 
stan ofall &m pm%od d a i p  firm mmcrship4m just 
aliKnrtcxr~tttel+ruren,openrrpm&pm25% . 
b p r m n - m .  Will rtrcp~ential newsimddkm including 
wordry s e n i ~  marketing pm&a&, of New Yd-based f h s  
b e r e a d y t o b c m m e s t t a t ~ a n d ~ ?  

ta d&va senrim aad are more dm to appomities that 
mcet dint needs. ? h i s d  change the compnitive landscape: 
Imaghe that t6ree ostensibly equal fLms mate a shoal'i8 
bur-a of them (yours?) hrts an buad &Im *nt 
~tmdsdatenab1t:J lem t o ~ a n d m i n n m w a y s  
to rrsdpr a client's problemslems Which firm do you think mdd 
get the assi&nmmt? 

r ?ho+t leathhip comes dght along with rhis new a p p d  
to ownership. ?h& form& &at applies is 1 + 1 = 11. Lhwees 

and non-iicensees who respfa m& orher's skills, knawledgc, 
and experience and wlho shan mpmdbiliy for a prolfessicuml 
d m i i  h have a real ach.amage in how tbeg mnsider and 
h options hr their dicn@'--aud their m-businm. 

"We're all c o r n 4  wrim Tom F e  of % Nbau YmR 
T i m c s , w h ~ h a s ~ t f r a t & e ~ ~ ) d d ~ b . B a z T a n a r r o w  
the focus to rhc United Stam. In h e  iate 132Qs, the vmiw stam 

d e c i d e d t o s e r u p a s p e c l a b ~ ~ ~ r y f o r p ~ d ~  
f h s ,  for many then-vaid m m .  But ifwe're c o d  (and 
ypg, md&g gl~baty)~ do the silw thgt inmiddy mme fiom this 
businas d still serve the design prafieasom, 80 years later? 
Has $le busin- world d §a? 

work and appadd Every b d wig its own antiwex-d 
m n e  the 6nn employs and c o n s i b  %r d p  
co cod& that answer. 

7 S W e t h e r p a r e o n a m c k t o ~ e d i p o r ~ i n t h a t  
p o s i t i o n , & y o ~  DoIshgleethedesofthefirmhxwhi& 
I am w a ~ h g  so i n t d y ?  Is ir hading t o d  a horizon zhat 
Z like? If not, r;an I a n d  how can I 4 u m  &t mjeaory? 
And $not* what &at, f;or the firm and for me? a 


