


can attest that the organization is the best place to observe, learn, teach and 
network with others in our industry. I encourage you to step out and make 
an effort to attend luncheon meetings, participate in educational seminars 
and Webinars and network at our roundtables this coming year. 

 I’m looking forward to seeing you at the next monthly program and 
networking event on September 20th at Indian Creek Golf Course. 

National Conference in New Orleans: 
Bittersweet Review 

by Wendy Harrison, LEO A DALY 
Communications Director 

The SMPS-PSMJ Build Business Conference was held in New Orleans 
August 10-13. Several SMPS Nebraska members were able to attend one 
of the Big Easy’s last events prior to Hurricane Katrina. 

Connie Crow of E&A Consulting Group, Inc. said the most beneficial part 
of the conference included useful sessions and networking opportunities 
and excellent vendor displays. 

“I went all the way to New Orleans to meet people from Lincoln and 
Winnebago that I really needed to meet,” she said. “What a small world.” 

Jeanette Hiller of HDR enjoyed a session where she learned the art of face 
reading, and especially appreciated seeing friends that she only she sees 
during national conferences. 

Jan Weidenhammer of HDR appreciated the keynote speaker.  

“The keynote address on ‘The Flight of the Creative Class’ and the 
breakout session by the same speaker were excellent,” she said. “Richard 
Florida spoke about what urban centers need to be in order to draw 
creative people looking for excellent quality of life, rather than just a place 
to work.” 

Attendees felt lucky that they were able to visit New Orleans before it was 
devastated by Katrina. 

“What struck me most about the aftermath of the hurricane and my having 
so recently been in New Orleans was the impact Katrina had on a piece of 
our country's culture and history,” Jeanette said. “For me, it is impossible 
to walk down the streets of New Orleans and the French Quarter without 
being inundated by the sounds, smells, architecture and ambiance that are 
tucked into every nook and cranny of that city. 

“I was glad to have been able to experience it one last time before it was 
washed away and even more glad to have experienced it with the friends 
that I have made through SMPS. I am sorry to see it go, and though I 
believe that ‘the South shall rise again,’ there is a character about New 
Orleans and the French Quarter that will never be replaced. It was 
developed over many years, like the body and flavor of a fine wine.” 

SMPS National staff and volunteers had the privilege of getting to know 
many New Orleans residents during the 16 months of conference planning. 
In the name of each SMPS member, National made a contribution of 
$5,300 to the American Red Cross to aid the victims of Hurricane Katrina. 
In addition, National Board members are donating $100 each, making the 
organization's total contribution $6,000. 

Effective immediately, all SMPS members in Louisiana, Mississippi and 
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Alabama will automatically have their membership expiration dates 
extended by 90 days to ensure they continue to receive all member benefits 
and resources during this difficult time. 

The Right Use of Market Research 

by John Geddie 
Martin-Simonds Associates Inc. 

The right use of Market Research is to validate or invalidate the critical 
assumptions of fallible executives faced with an important decision. As 
experience has taught us, the failure to make a small investment in Market 
Research can have a large impact on a firm’s success or failure to meet it 
goals. 

When arrogance trumps humility, market research is relegated to the junk 
heap in favor of bolstering the egos of executives wanting to prove their 
prowess in the marketplace. 

Like the fallen cadre of heady dot-com executives, marketing staffs were 
left to lament, “If they had only listened to the market.”  

The consequences of making decisions on inadequate, incomplete or 
incorrect information is to give top management an Excedrin headache, a 
mediocre profit performance or enormous psychic pain for having to face 
the reality of failure, assuming they are willing to own up to their 
mistakes. Now we are back to human frailty again and our capacity to 
rationalize our mistakes away. 

In the popular book, Good To Great, the author Jim Collins claims that 
really successful organizations encourage and reward the discovery and 
disclosure of “the brutal facts” as a key to sound management practices. 
Here are a few of those brutal facts about the A/E/C industry: 

      A high percentage of new offices fail to meet even minimum 
expectation for profit performance. 

      A high percentage of “technical stars” hired to open new 
markets fail. 

      A high percentage of public sector firms that try to enter the 
private sector markets fail. 

      On average, firms waste over thirty-percent of their marketing 
budgets chasing jobs for which there is little or no justification. 

Our work in this industry convinces us that the majority of these mistakes 
could have been prevented or mitigated by a small investment in the right 
kind of market research. 

      If we examine the challenge of opening a new office, 
experience teaches us that not all markets are receptive to new 
players, regardless of how good you are. Until you know the 
level to which the potential buyers of your services feel there is 
room for a new player, you are playing a gambler’s game 
against the odds. Until you can gauge the extent to which the 
competition is well entrenched you will find any forecasts for 
growth are the mere fantasy of those trying to justify the new 
office. 

      Unless you carefully examine and verify the past behavior of 
“technical stars” in generating new work, hiring one based on a 
convincing story is highly likely to lead to serious 
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disappointment and disillusionment on both sides of the equation. 
And the cost to learn this lesson is often well into six figures. 

      When considering entering new markets, a failure to conduct 
face to face exploratory meetings with potential buyers to 
accurately gauge their true interest is an invitation to failure and 
disappointment. 

      The problem of chasing straws in the wind is endemic to the 
industry. As fear of having to lay people off for a lack of work 
goes up, objectivity and judgment on what to chase goes down. 
It’s the old problem of being overly optimistic in absence of 
facts. We have proven how easy it is to get the most relevant 
information needed to make a prudent decision, but first the 
will has to be there. 

I have a friend whose boss is always asking, “Excuse me, is there any 
room for common sense here?” Gathering factual information before 
making important decisions is only common sense, but only if you have an 
understanding of what information you need and how to gather it. I would 
add to this, the humility to admit that others may have better research skills 
than you do and a little appreciation of the psychology of buyers thrown in 
for good measure. 

Let’s face it, none of us wants to make a bad business decision. But the 
truth is bad decisions are made every day. Base a decision on lack of 
information, inadequate information, or the over-inflated optimism of a 
technical star, and you’ve got a good formula for failure.  

That’s exactly what happened when a large A&E firm, based in the West, 
forged ahead with plans to expand into the Pacific Northwest without 
researching the market. They believed the new market, geographically 
close to their home office, had a similar culture and demographics. They 
believed they were moving into a growing area. The manager they hired to 
open the office said he could bring past business relationships with him.  
He made big promises and the company had high expectations. But they 
failed to do any market research. One year later, after making a huge 
investment in the venture and generating no revenue out of the new office, 
Martin-Simonds Associates was brought in to assess the situation. This is 
what we determined through market research: 

      The company was unknown in the new market; it had little to no 
name recognition among its potential clients. 

      The loyalty of the new manager’s past clients was not to him, but to 
his old firm.  

      Of the few who had heard of the company, at least two potential 
clients had had a negative experience with the company on an 
institutional level. 

      Contrary to what they believed, the economy in the new market had 
been in a big downturn for at least a year, and none of the projections 
forecasted growth in the near future.  

In this case, a small investment in market research could have saved half a 
million dollars as well as time, corporate energy, and headaches. 

In another case, a top, full-service A&E firm considered going after the 
biotech market after successfully completing research lab projects in the 
pharmaceutical industry. They believed the two markets were closely 
related enough that it would be an easy transition. They even hired 
someone out of the biotech industry to spearhead the effort. But before 
forging ahead on a hunch, they consulted with Martin-Simonds Associates 
to research the market. Our research of the biotech industry determined: 
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      Potential clients in this industry were not likely to take a chance 
with an A&E firm with no biotech experience. 

      They believed a firm had to have a critical mass of process 
engineers and scientists before they could compete.  

      Their industry “star” lacked respect in the industry and was not 
considered a player. 

Based on our findings, we advised the client to acquire a firm already 
working in the biotech industry, or to stick to their core competency. In 
this case, the firm saved a lot of money it would have spent to go after an 
unwelcoming industry.  

Strategic decisions should only be made when you can reach a 75 percent 
probability that your move will be successful. A small investment in 
market research can materially boost your firm’s chances of winning in the 
competitive market place; it can unlock information that has the power to 
take your firm to new levels or prevent executives from repeating the 
mistakes common to the A/E/C industry. “Fools rush in where angels fear 
to tread,” a refrain from a famous musical, should be a reminder that big 
decisions should receive careful, thoughtful and thorough investigation, 
commensurate with the inherent risk. 

Market research has the power to unlock new avenues not yet identified 
and it has the power to provide the information you need to develop 
strategies to differentiate yourself from becoming a commodity in the eyes 
of your clients. 

If the ideas and concepts that we have shared have a ring of truth, carry 
these ideas to your executives and engage them in a dialogue. Or consider 
a demonstration project to validate or invalidate our claim of how 
accessible information is when you use the modern tools of market 
research.  

Contact:  John Geddie 
Martin-Simonds Associates Inc. 
(800) 543-6524 
jgeddie@martin-simonds.com 

Historic Downtown Omaha Tour a 
Success 

by Angela Gallagher, Alvine and Associates, Inc. 
Communications Committee 

Sponsored by SMPS on August 24, the Historic Downtown Omaha Tour 
began with a presentation by Paul Nelson, AIA, board member of 
Landmarks Inc. and architect with Bahr Vermeer Haecker Architects. 
Paul’s presentation centered on sites that have altered Omaha’s urban 
landscape, showing comparative pictures of the downtown area and what 
changes have occurred over the past 80 years.  

Page 5 of 9Inside this Issue

2/3/2006file://C:\Documents and Settings\javey\Desktop\SMPS Fall 2005.htm



 
SMPS Nebraska  members stop to review the Brandeis Building on 16th and Douglas streets with 
tour leader Paul Nelson from Landmarks Inc. and Bahr Vermeer Haecker Architects. Pictured from 
left to right: Allen Stoltz, Oakview Construction; Mary Campbell, RDG Planning & Design; Paul 
Nelson; Angela Ullman, Terracon Consulting; and Carly Halleen Grabner, Engineering Automation 
& Design Inc.  

Paul followed the presentation with a walking tour that included two 
interior building tours of St. Mary Magdalene church (1903) and the 
Burlington Building (1879). The tour also highlighted five other buildings 
and sites central to the history of downtown Omaha.  

The group had a fabulous time learning more about Omaha. A big “thank 
you” goes to RDG Planning & Design for its hospitality.  

Consider attending a future walking tour with SMPS next August. Here are 
just a few participant comments:  

“The tour was great! It definitely fostered a new way of thinking for me as 
far as old buildings go. My favorite part was looking around the old 
church. It was amazing to learn how Omaha streets had been lowered and 
buildings had been reconfigured as a result. Thanks to all who helped 
organize this tour!” 

Michelle Hilding, Lamp, Rynearson & Associates, Inc. 

“This tour was amazing. I found myself telling friends and family about 
the incredible transformations Omaha has made through the century. Some 
of these changes were made for the better and others to the urban 
landscape’s detriment. Overall, it was fun, educational and interactive, 
with the walking tour after the presentation. I have to mention the good 
company. Paul Nelson from BVH was a great speaker and tour leader. 
Finishing with Old Chicago was a nice touch - the conversation was 
wonderful and food amazing. Hats off to Allen Stoltz for a great event. 
The cameras were a clever idea. I hope there are some nice photographs to 
share with the SMPS group. Many thanks!” 

Candice Volz, Lamp, Rynearson & Associates, Inc. 

“Paul Nelson was an excellent presenter, passionate about the principle of 
intelligently planned adaptive reuse of great old structures. I hope we all 
gained a better understanding, as I did, of how a city's core is integral to its 
character, growth and prosperity.” 

Mary Campbell, RDG Planning & Design 
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First Annual SMPS Marketing 
Communications Awards: a Recap 

by Jeanette Hiller, HDR 
President Elect 

“Just sit right back and you'll hear a tale; a 
tale of a fateful trip. That started from a 
Midwest port aboard a river ship.” 

“The date was on the 10th of May, the time 
was the sixth hour. Sixty passengers set sail 
that day for a two-hour tour. A two-hour 
tour.” 

But seriously…our first Marketing Communications Awards program and 
event were a great success. The winners included: 

Printed Piece - Small Firm 
1st Place - ARID Resources 
2nd Place - AMI Environmental 
3rd Place - Alley Poyner Architecture 

Printed Piece - Large Firm 
1st Place - HDR 
2nd Place - Alvine and Associates, Inc. 
3rd Place - HDR 

Non-Printed Piece - Large Firm 
1st Place - HDR 
2nd Place - Olsson Associates 
3rd Place - AOI Corporation 

Marketing Person of the Year 
Christine Hill - AOI Corporation 

 
Christine Hill of AOI Corporation 
was named marketer of the year.  

Congratulations to everyone! The SMPS board would like to thank 
everyone who entered and encourage them to re-enter next year. Our goal 
is to grow the event and the number of entries annually. 

One more thank you goes out to the Kansas City SMPS Chapter for 
judging our entries. 

We hope to see all of you next May when we celebrate your 
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accomplishments aboard the River City Star. 

SMPS Nebraska Chapter 
Calendar of Events 

September 20 - Annual Golf Outing, Indian Creek Golf Course, 10 a.m. 
Don't miss the chance to win $1 million and help Habitat for Humanity. 
Registrations and payment must be received by September 19. Hole 
sponsorships are going fast.  

September 20 - Work/Life Balancing Lunch Program, Indian Creek Golf 
Course Clubhouse, 11:30 a.m. Duane Salonen of Dale Carnegie Training 
will present from noon to 1 p.m. This event is only available to those not 
golfing that day. Registration is $30 for members and non-members and 
proceeds benefit Habitat for Humanity.  

October 11 - Market Research Lunch Program, Spezia, 11:30 a.m. John 
Geddie, principal of Marin-Simonds, will present the case for market 
research; industry case studies; the value of information; and how to 
conduct market research. The presentation will be from noon to 1 p.m. 
Registration is $25 for members and $35 for non-members.  

October 18 - Educational Seminar, Embassy Suites Downtown, 8 a.m. 
Full day seminar on proposals presented by David Pugh from Lore 
International. Registration is $160 for members and $200 for non-
members.  

October 27 - Lincoln Breakfast E-Newsletter Roundtable, E&A 
Consulting, 7:30 a.m. Open to members and their guests only. 
Participation is free.  

November 8 - Promotional Activities Lunch Program, Spezia, 11:30 a.m. 
Shelli Ryan from Ad Hoc will present. Registration is $25 for members 
and $35 for non-members.  

November 17 - Omaha Riverfront/Downtown Development Roundtable, 
RDG Planning & Design, 7:30 a.m. Open to members and their guests 
only. Participation is free.  

Register online 

Note: All lunch program registration payments must be made online or at 
the door to attend, no exceptions. No-shows will be billed. Registrations 
will not be accepted later than noon on the day prior to the event.  

Board Members, New and Veteran, are 
Ready to Serve You 

Congratulations to our new Nebraska SMPS board members for the 2005-
2006 calendar year. Your board members are dedicated professionals who 
are planning some wonderful programs, educational programming, events 
and networking opportunities that will benefit our chapter. Interested in 
participating on a committee? Please contact Melissa Scaturro at 
mscaturro@amienvironmental.com. Your 2005-2006 SMPS Nebraska 
board members include: 

Melissa Scaturro  
AMI Environmental 
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President 

Jeanette Hiller 
HDR 
President Elect 

Jan Weidenhammer 
HDR 
Past President 

Pamela Grzesiak 
Business Interiors Group, Inc. 
Secretary 

Shelley Wherley 
R.L. Fauss Builders, Inc. 
Treasurer 

Nicole Hunter 
HDR 
Programs Director 

Jill Wallschlaeger 
HDR 
Membership Director 

Wendy Harrison 
LEO A DALY 
Communications Director 

Angela Ullman 
Terracon Consulting 
Education Committee Chair 

Allen Stoltz 
Oakview Construction 
Director at Large 
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