How a Graphic Design Studio Went From
$172,500 to $410,000 in Net Profit

The Situation

A graphic design studio came to us generating $1,150,000 in annual revenue. On paper, the
business looked solid. A portfolio that spoke for itself, a team of designers who had been
together for years, and a client list that included some of the most respected professional
associations and membership bodies in the country.

David had built the studio over two decades. He was proud of the work, and rightly so. The
business was good. The clients were excellent. The income was comfortable. But comfortable
had become the ceiling. Revenue crept up slowly year on year. Profit moved with it, but not by
much. He was not struggling. He was plateaued. And somewhere in the back of his mind he had
started to wonder whether the studio was capable of performing at a level that actually reflected
what he had built.

Gross margin was 50%. Net profit was 15%, $172,500 on $1,150,000 in revenue. For a studio
with that caliber of client and that depth of expertise, that was not a number that reflected what
had been built.

The first thing we told him was that the problem was not the work. The work was excellent. The
problem was that the business was not set up to capture the value it was delivering. Scope was
leaking out through every project. Pricing reflected hours rather than outcomes. And the
positioning, despite two decades of specialist experience, still read like a generalist studio
available to anyone.

We installed five systems.

System 1: Profit Recovery

We start every engagement by looking for profit that is already inside the business but leaking
out. In graphic design, that leakage has a name everyone in the industry knows and almost
nobody fixes: scope creep.

David knew it was happening. He did not know how much it was costing him.

We mapped every project from the prior 12 months against the original brief. Rounds of
revisions that had been absorbed rather than billed. Rush requests from clients who needed
something turned around over a weekend, handled without a rush fee because the relationship
felt too important to raise it. Print specification changes late in production that required rework,
absorbed because it was easier than the conversation. Last minute copy changes after design
sign-off, treated as part of the service rather than out of scope work.



None of it was the result of bad intentions. It was the result of no process. When there is no
formal change order system, the path of least resistance is always to absorb and move on.

A formal change order process was implemented. Every out of scope request documented,
priced, and approved before execution. Clients did not push back. They had been operating in an
environment where changes were free. Once a process existed they accepted it immediately
because it was presented as professional clarity, not as the studio trying to squeeze more money
out of a project.

Software subscriptions were audited. Four tools the team had stopped using were still on
automatic payment. Vendor and print supplier terms were reviewed and renegotiated on the
relationships that carried the most volume.

Billing cycles were standardized. Several long-standing association clients had been invoiced on
project completion rather than in staged payments, which meant the studio was routinely
carrying weeks of unbilled work in progress. A milestone billing structure was implemented
across all active projects. Cash flow stabilized within 30 days.

Combined, the profit recovery work added $75,000 in annualized profit before a single thing
changed on the revenue side.

System 2: Market Dominance

Graphic design is a crowded market. Most studios compete on portfolio, responsiveness, and
some version of creative excellence. Clients shop around. Decisions come down to price and
whoever they last worked with.

David's studio was not a generalist. Two decades of work for professional associations,
membership bodies, bar associations, engineering institutes, accounting organizations, and trade
bodies had built something that most design studios could not replicate: a genuine understanding
of how these organizations communicate, how their governance structures affect decision-
making, how their publications are used, and what their members and stakeholders actually need
from the communications they receive.

He just was not saying any of that. The website positioned the studio as a full-service design
partner available to nonprofits, associations, and the corporate community. Which was true. But
it read like availability rather than expertise. It described what the studio could do rather than
what it uniquely understood. Two decades of specialist knowledge was sitting behind a generalist
front door.

We repositioned the studio around a specific promise to professional associations and
membership organizations: the design partner that understands your world. Not as a marketing
claim but as an operational commitment backed by two decades of proof.

The repositioning was built around what actually differentiates specialist association work from
general design. Association communications serve multiple audiences simultaneously: members,



board, sponsors, regulators, and the public. Publication programs run on annual cycles tied to
governance calendars. Style and tone must reflect institutional credibility while remaining
accessible. Annual reports, membership guides, conference materials, and policy documents are
not just design projects. They are instruments of organizational trust.

A generalist studio learns this on the job, often at the client's expense. A specialist already knows
it.

We rebuilt the positioning around that expertise. The website, the proposals, the way David
described the studio in new business conversations. The language shifted from what the studio
could do to what it specifically understood about the association world that others did not.

Within six weeks the dynamic in new business conversations changed. Association executives
who had been treating the brief as a commodity RFP started asking different questions. Two
organizations that had been splitting their work across multiple vendors began conversations
about consolidating their entire publication program with a single trusted partner.

System 3: Pricing Power

Pricing had been built on hourly rates and project estimates the way most design studios build
them. Estimate the hours, apply the rate, add a contingency, hope the project comes in on budget.

The problem with that model is that it prices the input rather than the outcome. An association
that commissions its annual report is not buying hours of design time. It is buying a publication
that will represent the organization to its entire membership, its board, its sponsors, and the
public for twelve months. The value of getting that right is not measured in hours.

We rebuilt the pricing model from scratch.

First we established the true cost of every service type in the studio's portfolio: designer time at
fully loaded rates, project management overhead, revision rounds at realistic rather than
optimistic estimates, print coordination, proofing, and quality review. When the numbers were
laid out properly David recognized immediately that several project types had been underpriced
for years. Not dramatically, but consistently enough that the margin erosion had compounded
over time.

The specialist positioning created something that had not previously existed: a legitimate basis
for premium pricing. An association working with a studio that genuinely understands their
world, their governance calendar, their member communication standards, and their publication
history does not need to brief from scratch every time. That accumulated knowledge has real
operational value. It reduces risk, reduces management time on the client side, and produces
better work faster. That commands a premium over a generalist studio quoting the same job cold.

A retainer model was built for clients running annual publication programs. Instead of project-
by-project quoting, clients with predictable annual programs were offered a structured annual
partnership: guaranteed capacity, priority scheduling, a single point of contact, and proactive



planning around their governance calendar. For associations that had been managing the studio
reactively, project by project, the retainer model solved a genuine operational problem for them.
Three clients converted within the first 60 days.

Base project rates were increased to reflect true costs and specialist positioning. One client
pushed back. After a direct conversation about the value of the relationship and the depth of
institutional knowledge the studio had built about their organization, they stayed. The revenue
impact of the repricing added $55,000 to annualized net profit.

System 4: Customer Value Optimization

Winning an association client is slow and relationship dependent. Procurement processes,
committee approvals, reference checks. Most studios do all of that work and then manage the
relationship reactively until the next project lands.

The opportunity inside an established association relationship is almost always larger than what
is being captured.

We put three mechanisms in place.

The annual publication planning session. Every active client above a threshold spend was offered
a structured planning session at the start of their fiscal year. The session mapped their confirmed
publications, likely projects, and aspirational communications for the next 12 months, along with
budget, timing, and internal ownership for each. Clients found it genuinely useful. It also meant
the studio had forward visibility on revenue and could plan resourcing without the feast and
famine cycle that had characterized the prior three years. Four clients who had been
commissioning single projects committed to annual program relationships as a result.

A digital extension program. Most of the studio's work had been print and static digital.
Associations increasingly need their flagship publications adapted for web, social, and member
portal delivery. The studio already had the capability. It had never been systematically offered. A
structured digital extension was built into every proposal for print publications as a standard line
item. Attachment rate in the first 60 days was over 40%.

A referral activation program. Association executives move between organizations, sit on each
other's boards, and speak at the same conferences. The referral network in that world is dense
and trust-based. A simple structured outreach to every satisfied client asking for an introduction
to two peers in their network produced more qualified new business conversations in 30 days
than the studio's website had produced in the prior year.

Average client value increased by over 25% within the engagement period.

System 5: Systemization



None of the above is sustainable if David remains the person every client calls, every brief goes
through, and every deadline depends on.

When we started, David was the creative director, the account manager, the quality control
department, and the person who handled anything that fell through the cracks. The studio had
talented designers. None of them had the authority or the process to run a client relationship
without him.

We documented every core process. Client briefing and scoping, creative development, revision
management, proofing, print production, digital delivery, and billing. Each process assigned to a
role with clear accountability and a defined output. The change order protocol from the profit
recovery work was formalized into a client-facing document that every team member could
execute consistently.

David embraced the documentation work. He could see immediately that without it, everything
else would eventually revert to depending on him. For someone who had spent two decades as
the institutional memory of his own business, the idea of that knowledge living somewhere other
than his head was not a burden. It was a relief.

A simple operating dashboard was built. Eight numbers: active projects by stage, revenue in
pipeline, confirmed revenue, gross margin per project type, average project value, retainer
revenue as a percentage of total, outstanding receivables, and utilization rate by designer. Visible
weekly without anyone having to compile it.

By the time the systems were running, David was present on key accounts but no longer running
them. A senior designer was handling day to day client management on established relationships.
David used the recovered time to focus on the association network and the annual planning
conversations that were converting clients to program relationships. The work that had been
keeping him busy was being handled. The work that only he could do, building the relationships
that would define the studio's next decade, was finally getting his attention.

The Result

At the end of the engagement, annualized revenue had moved from $1,150,000 to approximately
$1,529,500. Driven by the retainer conversions, the digital extension attachment rate, the referral
activation program, and the repricing applied across both new and existing work. To be clear, the
25% increase in average client value referenced in System 4 reflects the impact of the digital
extension program and the conversion of single projects to annual program relationships. It is
separate from and does not overlap with the base rate repricing captured in System 3.

Net profit moved from $172,500 to $410,000. Net margin moved from 15% to 27%. That
improvement did not apply only to the new revenue. The change order process, the billing
standardization, and the broader pricing discipline applied across the existing client base changed
the margin profile on every project the studio ran. The margin improvement compounded across
both old and new volume simultaneously.



We did not change what the studio did. We changed how it was positioned, how it was priced,
and how it was run. David made every decision. We did the implementation.

The clients were already there. The expertise was already there. What changed was that for the
first time the business was set up to capture the full value of both.

David still does the work he loves. He just does not carry everything anymore. The studio is
more profitable, more predictable, and less dependent on him being in the middle of it. He is less
stressed, less stretched, and more present on the work that actually matters to him. That was not
something he had articulated as a goal when we started. It turned out to be the most important
outcome of all.

The Numbers at a Glance
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l

‘Timeline ‘ ‘4 months

Is This Relevant to Your Business?

David did not come to us because the studio was failing. He came because it had succeeded in a
way that left him doing everything and keeping less than the work was worth.

The gap was closed. Not because the market changed, or because he won better clients, or
because he worked harder. Because for the first time the business had systems behind it and a
position in the market that reflected what it had actually built.

The systems installed here are not design studio specific. They are profit and revenue systems
that work in any professional services business where deep expertise exists but is not yet fully
valued, priced, or captured.

Leighton Williams
Ivy Tower Management



