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ong gone are the days when an account person could
get by and even excel with a credit card. It should never
have been that way. Somehow, along the way, some account people felt buying the relationship was more important than earning the relationship. Somehow, along
the way, those who just showed up and created no value
came to be called suits—for empty suits. That always
seemed degrading to me.
That’s certainly not true with all account people, however. There are those who stand out from the rest, those
who help build brands with a strategically sound, intuitive, client-centric, and brand-centric approach to their
craft. They are the ones who transform account management from the label “suit” to “tux,” from everyday ordinary to everyday extraordinary, from “of little value”
to “can’t manage without his judgement or her strategic
counsel.” They deliver for their clients, help brands
grow faster, and help agencies be more successful and
prosperous.
xi

How do you become one of these elite practitioners?
Well, you really can’t study to be one, because account
service is more art than science. I know this because I
was a scientist—a cell biologist—who became an account
executive. I became Director of Client Services, then
started my own agency business group. It was acquired,
and today I sit atop the world’s largest and most sought
after aggregation of marketing services and communications companies.
The non-suit is in demand. The account executive
who is intuitive, honorable, manages with integrity; who
is predictable in quality of counsel and judgment; who
hears his or her client while listening to them; who realizes the distinct role of the client and the account rep;
who is always prepared (a Boy Scout trait); and who has
the intellect to totally understand the brand, is both
rare and at a premium today. I look for them every day.
When I find them, I hire them.
If you’ve got the stuff that makes a great account executive, this book will help you develop your skills if
you’re just starting out; hone your skills if you could be
better; or refresh what you know if you already are a superb, respected, and sought-after account person. So,
regardless of what level you’re at—account executive,
management supervisor, senior account director, VP,
EVP, president, whatever—read this book. I did, and I’m
going to see to it that copies are in each of our 150+
agencies.
Thomas L. Harrison
Chairman and CEO
Diversified Agency Services
Omnicom Group, Inc.
xii
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I

’ve been in account management for nearly twenty
years. I’ve been a senior vice president, a general manager, a president, and a CEO. I’ve done tours of duty at
four prominent, large advertising and marketing agencies: Ammirati & Puris; Digitas; Foote, Cone & Belding;
and now Rapp Collins Worldwide. I’ve also headed my
own very small consulting firm: Solomon Strategic.
I’ve worked with hundreds of clients at dozens of companies, including American Express, AT&T, Citibank,
Compaq, Levi-Strauss, MasterCard, Pacific Bell, Polaroid, Seagram, Sothebys, UPS, and VISA. I’ve pitched
and won lots of accounts. I’ve given speeches at major
industry conferences and I’ve won a few awards.
In short, I’ve had some success. But that’s not why I
suggest you pay attention to this book.
Instead, I suggest you pay attention because of all the
mistakes I’ve made. I learned from my mistakes the hard
way: by making them and then scrambling to recover
xiii

from them. You can learn from them the easy way: by
reading this book and heeding its counsel. If The Art of
Client Service helps you avoid even just one mistake—
with a client, with a colleague—it will have served you
well.
This book had its genesis in an earlier one I wrote:
Brain Surgery for Suits: 56 Things Every Account Person
Should Know. Brain Surgery was a modest affair, but it attracted surprising interest among agency people both
here in New York City and around the country. There
were even a few fans who likened the book to The Elements of Style, calling it the “Strunk and White of account management.”
But the book had detractors as well, and I admit I
paid more attention to the criticism than to the praise.
Some of the criticism was well founded.
One reader complained that it felt like the book was
written in “an hour.” While it took less than an hour to
read Brain Surgery, it took me a little longer to write it—
over six months, actually—and it was based on a lifetime
of professional experience. I took the reader’s point,
though. The book didn’t explore its topics in depth,
and it didn’t provide examples or stories to illuminate
the points I was trying to make.
Another reader complained about the book’s “pedantic” tone. Still another complained that the book’s advice was obvious.
When I sat down to transform Brain Surgery for Suits
into The Art of Client Service, I considered those criticisms,
which is why I have included examples and anecdotes
that were nowhere evident in Brain Surgery, and why I
xiv

tempered the book’s tone. Still, the rules and suggestions this book contains will seem rudimentary to some.
To others, however, the book will serve as a guide to providing outstanding client service.
Although this book is written primarily for account
people—especially those who are relatively new to the
advertising business—it also can be useful to veteran account people who want to refresh or confirm what they
know. It can help anyone else in an agency who deals
with colleagues and, especially, clients. It even has value
for clients who want to better understand what they
should expect from their account people.
I tried to make the book useful to people working
not only in brand advertising, but also in direct marketing, sales promotion, public relations, event marketing,
design, and other marketing and communication disciplines. People in agencies large and small should find
it helpful.
Great account people are focused on two things: 1)
making the agency’s work better, and 2) building stronger
relationships with clients and colleagues to help make
the work better. In an account executive’s everyday work
life, it’s hard to separate the two. However, to help organize this book’s content and, I hope, make it more usable
and useful, I’ve made a distinction between these two
areas of focus. The first section of the book is devoted
to “The Work,” the second to “Relationships.”
The book’s third section, “Style and Substance,” is
personal. It provides tips on fashioning a personal style,
and includes a short, highly selective list of books that I
suggest every account executive read.
xv

Within each section are prescriptions and procedures
that, if followed, can make the difference between mediocrity and excellence in account work. They echo Brain
Surgery, but greatly expand on it.
This book opens with a foreword by Tom Harrison.
Tom is chairman of Omnicom’s Diversified Advertising
Services unit, and in that role oversees more than 150
agencies and marketing services firms of every type, size,
location, and culture. This gives him an unmatched
perspective on client service, and what he has to say is
instructive.
The book concludes with an essay, “What Makes a
Great Account Person?” If your curiosity gets the better
of you, read it first.
In his introduction to The Elements of Style, E. B. White
writes, “The Elements of Style does not pretend to survey
the whole field. Rather, it proposes to give in brief space
the principal requirements of plain English style. It
concentrates on fundamentals: the rules of usage and
principals of composition most commonly violated.”
I tried to take those words to heart. The Art of Client
Service concentrates on fundamentals: the rules and
principles that define outstanding account management and client service. And it strives for the brevity,
levity, and clarity that make Strunk and White such a
classic.
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client calls with an assignment. As usual, the deadline
is tight. You spring into action, gathering background
material, organizing a team, developing a budget and a
schedule.
In that initial frenzy of activity, don’t forget to ask
your client, “What do you want this advertising to do?”
It seems so obvious, and yet it’s so easy to overlook.
You need to begin every client relationship, and
every client advertising effort, with a clear understanding of what the client wants to achieve. Be sure to ask
about the business goals, the sales goals, and the communication goals. Ask about the response the client
wants from the key constituencies: customers, prospects,
employees, company management, shareholders, the
press, and the competition.
I’m all for clients having lofty aspirations, and for
pushing agencies to achieve them, but you should encourage your clients to set goals that are in line with
4

