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Just one big client can get the ball rolling for a small business.

For Brian and Traci Knudson, the husband-and-wife team that founded

NogginLabs out of their home 10 years ago, an assignment to develop a

computerized training program for Northbrook-based Allstate Corp. led to

more work.

When their contact at the major insurance company took a job at Dell Inc.,

she recommended NogginLabs for a diversity training initiative at the

computer-maker.

Now, the small business is doubling its office space as it adds employees to

keep up with growing demand from Fortune 1000 clients, many of whom have

been referred by existing customers pleased with the company's work, said

Brian Knudson, chief executive at the Chicago-based company, which is

targeting sales of about $4 million this year.

Doing more than the customer expects is the name of the game for small

businesses that serve major corporations, experts said. Getting a foot in

the door of a major player isn't easy, so once in, you don't want to blow

it.

"You need to be relentlessly service-focused and continuously exceed

expectations. It's a given," said Mitch Litrofsky, CEO of The Breakthrough

Group, a Skokie-based leadership development company that serves large and

midsize corporations.

Opportunity strikes

When a last-minute trip to a client event came up during a weekend when both

Litrofsky and his partner were in charge of their children, the two rented a

Winnebago and drove to Ohio, taking turns baby-sitting.

"If you have an opportunity that's worthwhile, that's what you need to do,"

he said. "The client was impressed."

Often, small businesses get their lucky break by taking advantage of a

connection they have with a large company. For the Breakthrough Group,

connections with other complementary suppliers to the Fortune 1000 have paid

off in referral business for both parties, Litrofsky said.

"You actually do yourself and the client a service by introducing them to

quality folk," he said. "When you find someone that's great at what they do,

recommend the heck out of them. They will make you look great as a result."

In leadership development services, cold calling doesn't work, he said. "The

nature of our work is that you need to have some kind of context before you

walk in," he said.

Symmetry Creative Production, a Barrington-based textbook production house

whose three founders previously worked together at a prepress company, used

their contacts at Harcourt to land the major publisher as a client.

"They gave us a shot doing some simple work, and we put our heart and soul

into it," said Mary Beth Gasiorowski, partner and vice president of the

5-year-old firm with more than $3.5 million in annual sales.

The full-service company takes no chances at losing clients. "It comes down

to exceptional customer service by really producing a high-quality product,"

she said.

For example, instead of just taking content the client provides and putting

it into book form, Symmetry's 20 employees are trained to devote thought to

every project, Gasiorowski said.

"It involves thinking a project through more than they would expect us to,"

she said. "We'll say, 'Did you consider these components or these

ramifications if you do this or that?'."

The higher-level thinking helps to differentiate Symmetry from some

competitors, including those that now use workers in India to produce

textbooks, Gasiorowski said.

The strategy has paid off in an increase in business from existing clients

and also helps open new doors, Gasiorowski said. "At this point, our

reputation speaks for itself," she said.

From the start, the Knudsons also aimed to deliver a better training product

than clients expected. "For every aspect of the business, we are constantly

trying to be best in class," Knudson said.

Often, the solid relationship you form with one big client has a ripple

effect, he said.

The niche company, which recently produced an online master's program in

medical informatics for Northwestern University, has added about 10 people

to its staff in the past four months, Knudson said.

Still, the company is careful not to take on just any project. "We've

learned through the years to turn some things down. Every project is

interesting but sometimes we'll step back and say, 'Is this really what we

should be doing?'." Knudson said.

Better than the competition

Capital H Group, a human-capital consulting firm targeting $25 million to

$30 million in revenue this year, takes a similar approach. Although the

Chicago-based firm has enjoyed rapid growth since 2003, the company aims to

differentiate itself by focusing on key areas and backing away from others.

"We look at what can we do that's different and better," said CEO Dan

Weinfurter.

In fact, it examines competitors' weaknesses to find opportunities for

growth. "Our strategy is to take a list that exists of what people's issues

are with big consulting firms and do the opposite," Weinfurter said.

Being flexible is a major selling point for many clients because so many of

Capital H Group's big competitors aren't, he said. The company takes a

pragmatic approach, ensuring that its work is directly tied to improved

results for the client, he said.

Once you establish a reputation, it gets a little easier to find new

clients. To encourage referrals, Capital H asks its existing contacts, "Who

do you think would benefit from at least knowing we exist?" Weinfurter said.

Still, reliance on referrals likely won't be enough for a companies looking

to expand rapidly in new markets, he said. "You work every avenue for

meeting people and building relationships that you can," Weinfurter said.

It often takes months, if not years, to land a new account. "We have a

long-term view. We build relationships in the belief that the transactions

will come. If you are just going for transactions, clients will sense that,"

Weinfurter said.

To help make a case with potential clients, the Breakthrough Group measures

the work it performs for large businesses "so they know they are achieving

the results they want to achieve," Litrofsky said.

When growing rapidly, taking care of employees is just as important as

taking care of clients, said Knudson of NogginLabs. "All the things we do

for our clients, we try to do for ourselves," he said. Because the company

specializes in producing online training programs, it has created one for

its own workers.

NogginLabs also has a peer-mentoring program, where veteran employees are

paired with new workers to show the newcomers the ropes and answer

questions. The approach helps to free up project managers while also

creating a sense of community, Knudson said.

"It gives us an edge," he said.
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