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Remember back when the "customer was always right"?  Deep down we knew that this wasn't 
always true, but the phrase spoke to the idea of satisfying their every need - even if it was not in 
their best interests (or our own).  Now, thanks to our increasingly connected world, the customer 
is not only right...they are in charge.  They tell us what they want, how they want it, and how 
much they're willing to pay.  If you resist or hesitate, they will simply go somewhere else.  Oddly, 
this phenomena is taking many firms by surprise. It is wreaking havoc on their systems, staff, and 
profitability.  And since most of our businesses are "built to last"... not to "flip" we tend to hold our 
course, maintain the status quo at all cost, and plow directly into the iceberg.  The good news is 
that architectural firms are not, by any means, the only businesses being affected by this shift in 
power.  Entire industries have been turned upside down trying to adapt, and it's not over.  Let's 
look at two other industries before we return to our own. 
  
A few years ago, pre-Napster of course, the music industry was very simple.  If a label felt that an 
artist "had what it takes" they would put up the roughly one million dollars required to start a 
career.  This included making and promoting the CD, concert tours, etc.  The artist would then 
receive a mere 15% (which is why so many rock stars go bankrupt).  All was well, equilibrium was 
maintained, and civil unrest was kept to a minimum.  Then along comes the Internet.  Record 
labels realized that via this new technology, they could at a minimal cost allow, their customers to 
download a single song directly from their (or the band's) web site without buying the entire 
compact disc.  The theory was if you liked it, you would then be so thrilled that you would run right 
out and spend $15 on a compact disc that actually cost around a $1.50 to manufacture.  What 
actually happened was that everyone decided that the concept of free was much more 
appealing.  When the record labels resisted, their customers took control of the situation and 
created Napster.  For those of you who have never experienced Napster, it is essentially a 
massive online community designed for sharing mp3s.  To join, you simply had to download the 
Napster software, log-in, and you had access to more free music than you could listen to in a 
lifetime.  Of course free doesn't equal obscene profits for the record labels so naturally they 
fought back... and won thanks to the ambiguity of copyright in the digital age.  This, however, was 
only the battle against Napster.  There are still numerous sites (Aimster, Grokster, Kazaa, etc.) 
and newsgroups scattered throughout the web offering free music to those who know how to find 
them.  What the recording industry has yet to accept is that they are battling a complex adaptive 
organism, whose cells are their individual customers.  They can't possible change fast enough. 
  
The same holds true for the publishing industry.  About a year ago Stephen King decided to write 
a book titled The Plant, which would be published in installments online.  You could purchase and 
download each chapter from various sites including Amazon.com for around a dollar.  Of course 
you could also download it for free (pirated naturally) from any e-book newsgroup.  It was an 
experiment.  And it failed.  After all, why would his customers pay for what they could easily get 
for free?  Today, if you look at his web site you will see that The Plant is temporarily on hold.  I'm 
sure that it will return at some point in the future in a new and improved format.  But this isn't the 
point.  What I find most interesting about this story is what it could have meant for the publishers.  
Let's face it... it's cheap to publish online.  If it wasn't, I wouldn't be doing it myself.  The 
publishing industry is a lot the recording industry in that they are the middlemen.  They make it 
convenient for the author (or artist) to sell their work.  In this case they take care of the printing, 
promotion, distribution, and do in fact assume a lot of the risk.  But with a little help from an editor 
and a webmaster, Stephen King could become his own publisher.  In time he could even be his 
own bookstore.   
  
So... how would you feel if your services were no longer required?  Or offered by someone else?  
No one buys our designs from our web sites.  No one hijacks our ideas for trading in online 
communities.  And we all know that there are no obscene profits to be undermined and no 
middlemen to displace.  Yet we are still part of this complex system that is always changing.  
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Thanks to the Internet our customers now have a renewed sense of entitlement, which 
sometimes appears to be on steroids.  It has left many of us staring in the headlights of an 
oncoming car.  Remember the days when design used to be a linear process?  Their ancient 
history!!  Our customers don’t want to hear about schematic design, design development, and 
other archaic phases.  They want their building now and on their own terms.  They'll even tell you 
what their willing to pay.  With this in mind… think about how you staff your projects.  A nonlinear 
process can wreak havoc on your organizational structure and your profitability.  Yet most firms 
are organized just as they were 20 years ago... and have no intentions of changing.  It’s not a 
pretty sight.  So what’s the answer?  Unfortunately it’s different for every firm.  But there is one 
common concept to keep in mind:  equilibrium is not a virtue.   It’s the kiss of death to an 
organization.  We are all part of a complex adaptive system and at some point everything in the 
world changes, including our customers.   We can sit back and complain that they don't 
understand but is doesn’t do any good.  The only way to succeed is to meet the challenge head-
on and adapt.  Look closely at your own firm.  What are your strengths and weaknesses (be 
honest... dump the spin)?  Now look at your current customer base.  What do your customers 
want?  What is important to them now (not yesterday)?  Now compare the two lists.  Are you 
capable of meeting their expectations or do you fall short?  Remember, they're the boss now.   
  
  
For more information on this topic read The Customer Revolution, by Patricia Seybold 
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