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What Makes Great
Client Service?
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I was interviewing a candidate for an entry-level assistant
account executive’s position. She was fresh out of college;
her work experience was limited to summer jobs and internships, but she was smart, aggressive, funny, and self-confident.
For some reason that eluded me, she wanted to be an account
person. I figured I might be working for her in 10 years.
After questioning this promising young person about everything from why she chose to study history in college to what she
was currently reading, I asked if she had any questions for me.
She replied, “I have only one.” I figured she would ask me about
the agency’s goals, how I became such a self-important success,
or something else grand and sweeping of that nature. But she
surprised me.
“What makes a great account person?” she asked.
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Simple question. Complicated answer. If you put this to
100 people in advertising, you would get 100 different answers.
Here’s what I told her:

k

It’s more about skills and qualities than about education and experience. A degree in literature or philosophy might be more valuable
than an MBA. Tending bar will teach you more than will working in
a company that has no clue about collaboration or client service.
It used to be that agencies would train their account people
extensively. These days that’s increasingly rare. The training is
shorter and less complete, and fewer agencies invest in it. But that
doesn’t place a set of handcuffs on you. Just because agencies
don’t teach doesn’t mean you can’t learn. You simply have to take
greater responsibility for your own on-the-job training. Agencies offer
plenty of opportunity for that, if you’re willing to invest the time
and effort. It might be between midnight and 8:00 A.M.; it might be
on Saturday and Sunday. If you want to learn, that’s just what it
might take.
Speaking of nights and weekends, new business is one of the best
places to learn. In new business, the agency moves at warp speed,
ideas are rocket fuel, and some of the agency’s smartest and most
senior people inevitably are assigned to work on the pitch. Volunteer to help. You’ll have to work nights and weekends on top of the
nights and weekends you’re already working. All you might get to
do is fold, collate, and staple, but you will also get to observe. You
will get to interact with senior people. You’ll get to see them tackle
a tough marketing challenge and how they solve it. If you’re lucky,
you’ll get to participate in some small way in helping the agency
win. You’ll feel some of the heat that gets generated by one of
these things.
Now what about skills? Communication is at the top of the list,
both written and oral. You’ve got to be good on paper. An agency
might teach you to write a conference report, a creative brief, a
point-of-view letter, a strategy deck, or at least show you examples
that you can use as “go-bys.” What the agency won’t teach, shouldn’t
have to teach, is concision and clarity, style and organization. These
you must develop yourself. Start by reading William Strunk and E. B.
White’s The Elements of Style and William Zinsser’s On Writing
Well. Follow what they say and, no matter how good (or bad) your
writing is, it will get better.
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You also have to be good on your feet—in meetings, on the
phone, in presentations, over dinner, or wherever else you connect
with clients and colleagues. You can learn to be a competent
presenter at an agency; you’ll probably have the chance to
present to your colleagues and your boss, if not your clients. If
you work at it, if you practice, if you have an instinct for it, you
just might become good enough to bring tears to the eyes of
your audience.
No one is going to teach you to be good in the moment, to know
what to say and just how to say it. No one is going to teach you what
not to say, and when it’s smart to hold your tongue.
Communicating isn’t just about what you say; it’s about listening
and really hearing what the other person says. It’s about the ability
to interpret the subtext, not just the text, of any communication.
When it comes to skills, communication is the one every account
executive must master.
There is one other skill that separates good account people from
great account people: the ability to generate ideas. Many good
account people have great integrity and solid judgment. They are
masters of their discipline, communicate well, are good with clients,
supportive of colleagues, and excellent at process. They may rise to
very senior levels in their agencies, even to CEO. But if they are not
idea generators, they fall short of being great.
Ideas are the blood and bone of advertising and marketing. Any
competent agency can make an ad, but great agencies make ads
fueled by invention, driven by ideas. Likewise, any competent account
person can run a piece of business, but great account people can
grow a piece of business by bringing ideas to clients that solve problems and capitalize on opportunities.
There are other things that matter—good quantitative and analytical capabilities, an orientation to organization and detail—but
nothing matters more than the ability to communicate well and
the ability to generate ideas. Ideas, and the ability to communicate
them effectively, distinguish great account people from those who
are merely good.
When it comes to qualities, there are two that stand above all
others: integrity and judgment.
Integrity has always been an essential quality of the best account
people; it is key to building trust with clients and colleagues. Judgment
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is key to arriving at the right decision when the circumstances are
less than completely clear.
Account people need integrity and judgment in abundance to navigate what are increasingly complex issues and relationships that
characterize the advertising and marketing communications business. The high-integrity account person takes ownership of problems.
The high-judgment account person has the ability to resolve them
fairly for all parties.
Great account people embody other qualities: patience, discipline,
grace under pressure, a sense of humor, meticulousness, a sense
of ownership, a spirit of collaboration, self-effacement, a sense of
context, a service orientation. All of these are incredibly important.
Without patience, you have no hope of dealing with difficult
clients and wayward colleagues.
Without discipline, you will never be able to focus on the task
at hand.
Without grace under pressure, you will crumble under pressure.
There is pressure in our business. At times it is intense.
Without a sense of humor, you will be unable to see that what
we do is not brain surgery, and that we are not looking for a cure
for cancer. We do advertising; it’s critically important to our clients,
but it is not a life-or-death matter.
Without meticulousness, you will make mistakes, and not catch
the mistakes of others. An accumulation of small errors can undermine a client relationship.
Without a sense of ownership, you will not take full responsibility
for delivering for your clients, and you will not step up when things
go wrong. Your colleagues won’t respect you, and your clients won’t
trust you.
Without a spirit of collaboration, you will be unable to marshal
the full resources of the agency to the benefit of the client.
Without self-effacement, you will be dissatisfied with the lack of
recognition account people receive.
Without a sense of context, you will see the details but not the
larger purpose they serve.
Without a service orientation, you have no hope of helping your
colleagues and clients achieve their goals.
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With that, I paused. I wondered if the candidate sitting across
from me was sorry she asked. No question I got a little carried
away with my answer, but she seemed to still be with me. She
was a good listener, and she was patient.
I concluded my monologue by saying that if I were to reduce
this to four guiding principles, they would be integrity, judgment,
communication, and ideas. Then I grabbed a piece of paper and
drew this sketch:
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“Does any of this make sense?” I asked.
“All of it,” she replied. “Maybe I should be a copywriter.”
I laughed. But she must have heard me, because today she
holds a very senior, global role in an agency.
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Get a martini or two in me, ask me why my second marriage
ended in failure, and I will say three words: “Lack of trust.”
When I began in this business, I didn’t give a damn about trust;
I thought instead of the work. To me, and to the other people
who shared my view, there is an unwavering belief that the only
thing that really matters is the work.
Great work makes everyone want to be a part of the agency.
Great work commands a price premium. Great work wins
business.
If you do great work, everything else will take care of itself,
including the relationships they build with clients. When I joined
the advertising business as an account person, that’s pretty much
what I thought.
There’s just one problem with this view: it’s wrong.
Great work does not shield you or your agency from client
loss. You can do great work and still get fired.
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My former agency, Ammirati & Puris, did great work
for BMW. The agency wrote the line, “The ultimate driving
machine,” which endures to this day. BMW kept the line, but
they didn’t keep the agency.
Ammirati & Puris is not alone. TBWA/Chiat Day did great
work for Taco Bell. It’s no longer Taco Bell’s agency. Deutsch did
great work for Ikea. It’s no longer working with Ikea. BBDO did
great work for Charles Schwab. It’s no longer Schwab’s agency.
You can make your own list. It will probably be longer
than mine. So what went wrong? We know it wasn’t the work.
The work was great.
Then I thought about all the agencies whose work fell short
of the mark yet somehow managed to hold on to the business.
One of the best examples is Fallon and United Airlines.
After Fallon won the United business, it launched the
“Rising” campaign. Wrong message, wrong time. People knew
travel was hell; they were tired of the empty promises most airlines made. Yet the “Rising” ads clung to notions of romanticism
that every savvy traveler knew to be false.
Not surprisingly, the campaign met uniform criticism. Fallon
is a terrific agency, but this was bad advertising.
So bad, in fact, that you would think United would have gone
searching for another agency. But they didn’t. They stayed with
Fallon until Fallon got it right.
Why was that? One report claimed that the close personal
relationship between Pat Fallon and United’s chairman kept the
agency in good graces, even when its work was far from stellar.
What went right? We know that it wasn’t the work.
I used to think that great work would lead to a great relationship. Now I think the opposite: a great relationship leads to great
work. The reason is pretty simple.
Great work entails risk. Most clients do not want to take
risks; they prefer a safe retreat into the world of the merely
good or, worse, the dismissively average. Still, if they are going
to take that risk, they are much more likely to do so with agency
people they trust. And trust is the very foundation of a great
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relationship. And that’s why I say a great relationship leads to
great work.
Think of it as a perfect three-legged stool, or what my colleague Elizabeth Furze—she’s managing partner at New York
agency AKA—calls “the trust triangle”:
RELATIONSHIP

which builds

k

builds

GREAT WORK

TRUST
which leads to

My colleague Tim Pantello says account people “need to
be second best at everything they do,” meaning they need to
be nearly as good as the specialists in addressing client and
colleague concerns.
It means your job, if you’re in account management, is
a bit harder and a whole lot more important than it used
to be. There are no suits, no bag carriers, and no order takers. Instead, there are problem solvers, idea generators, and
client-relationship builders.
As things grow more complex, with needs evolving and business mutating in ways impossible to predict, account management is not less important and marginal; it is more important and
essential. Agencies need it, and colleagues—writers, art directors, planners, project managers, production people—depend on
it. Clients demand it, and the reality is, you can’t build great work
without first building a great relationship with them.
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Our mission must be to clearly define our role, execute
better, communicate better, generate more ideas, and manage
client expectations wisely, all the things outlined throughout
this book. If we do these things well, we will build enduring,
trust-based relationships with our clients. Relationships built on
trust will lead to the best possible work. And that is what drives
and inspires all of us every day.
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