
www.manaraa.com



www.manaraa.com

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS
The quality of this reproduction is dependent on the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted.  Also,  if material had to be removed, 

a note will indicate the deletion.

All rights reserved. This edition of the work is protected against
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest LLC.
789 East Eisenhower Parkway

P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor,  MI 48106 - 1346

UMI  1501989
Copyright  2011  by ProQuest LLC.

UMI Number:  1501989



www.manaraa.com ii



www.manaraa.com
Thesis Project by Hembree, Ryan

Abstract: 

Most creative businesses remain limited in organizational size, sales, and profitability, 

primarily due to a lack of efficient management. Unless the principal or owner of a cre-

ative business delegates some of the functional aspects of operations to other staff, or 

finds a way to automate core processes and procedures, the firm will experience volatility, 

growth struggles, and possibly even failure. By developing a project and knowledge man-

agement system that is tailored to the unique needs of creative businesses, many of the 

daily tasks and management issues that currently overwhelm owners and principals will 

be streamlined and automated.

The C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Manager) system is an online project, time 

and knowledge management system accessible through any web browser. The purpose 

of this project is to prove the value of such a system to creative businesses by research-

ing user needs, determine why existing project management systems are not adequately 

meeting those needs, and then develop a design and “proof of concept” for a more appro-

priate solution.
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Managing creative businesses such as graphic design 

firms, marketing firms, and small- to medium-size 

advertising agencies is a unique challenge. In traditional 

businesses with multiple product offerings or scalable 

services, the functional aspects of the business are divided 

into different “silos” within an organization. These silos, 

all managed by different individuals or a dedicated team, 

include Operations, Marketing, Management, Product / 

Service, and Finance1. 

In small to medium size creative firms, however, there 

are neither the resources nor effective systems in place to 

manage all aspects of running a business. Typically, the 

principals or business owner must wear many differ-

ent hats and assume responsibility for these operational 

aspects, including Marketing, Operations and Manage-

ment. The exception to this rule is in the area of finance, 

as most owners will enlist the help of an outside book-

keeper or CPA to ensure that billing, payroll, and taxes 

are handled according to the law.

Figure 1-2: The functional areas of 

business as they relate to creative 

businesses. Due to their smaller size, 

creative business owners must take on 

more day-today operational tasks.

Figure 1-1: The five functional areas of 

business. In traditional businesses there 

are different teams, or “silos,” responsible 

for running an organization. 

Adapted from FastTrac® GrowthVenture  
Entrepreneur Manual, 112
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1.1 Size constrains the manageability of a creative business
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The challenge for creative business owners (whether as a 

sole practitioner, partner, or as the business owner) is to 

not only to effectively manage their own time, projects, 

and prospects, but also those of the people who work for 

them. Exacerbating this problem is that owners are typi-

cally the “rainmakers” for their companies, and responsi-

ble for generating new business for the firm. By devoting 

time to non-billable, administrative tasks such as project 

and time management, they are not able to pursue more 

profitable or strategic initiatives. Furthermore, most own-

ers and principals use manual processes and procedures 

that are repetitive, time consuming, and often require 

the use of multiple software applications and platforms. 

These processes often are not adequately documented, 

and therefore not easily delegated.

1 FastTrac® Growthventure Entrepreneurship Manual, pg. 126

SECTION 1

SITUATION ANALYSIS
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s Economic Survey, 

last conducted in 2007, there were approximately 54,884 

creative services firms in the United States. In response to 

the unique challenge of managing and growing a creative 

business, this project will focus primarily on meeting the 

project and knowledge management needs of graphic 

design firms, marketing firms, and small- to medium-size 

advertising agencies, which account for approximately 

86% of creative businesses as classified by the North 

American Industry Classification System (NAICS) 

codes2. 

In The Design of Business, Roger Martin discusses the 

concept of a “knowledge funnel,” in which processes and 

workflow (“mysteries”) are broken down into manage-

able tasks or rules of thumb (“heuristics”), and then 

turned into a formula (“algorithm”) to develop better 

understanding within an organization. In essence, what 

he is describing is a project and knowledge management 

system that would allow for a more efficient way to man-

age a creative firm’s operations. Once a system like this 

is put into place within a creative business, tasks such as 

prospecting, preparing proposals, scheduling, and project 

and time management could all be automated. Employ-

ees could keep track of their projects, as well to ensure 

that they are on task and within budget, while also being 

able to manage communications with clients and ven-

dors. Many of the processes and tasks that are typically 

confined to the owner’s mind may also be off-loaded into 

this system, allowing for everyone to share in the benefits 

of this knowledge. 

1.2 The need for an effective management system for creative businessesFigure 1-3: The Creative Industry 

within the United States.  

There are approximately 55,000 

creative businesses in the United 

States—most are small businesses 

with as few as 1–3 employees and 

as many as 12 employees. Graphic 

design and marketing firms, as well 

as advertising agencies, account for 

86% of the industry.

Source: United States Department of 
Commerce Census Bureau Economic 
Survey, 2007

Figure 1-4: The Knowledge Funnel, from 

Roger Martin’s The Design of Business.
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While there are several project and studio management 

systems available for creative businesses, they are often 

overly complex and built to support much larger agencies 

that have the human and financial resources to imple-

ment them throughout the organization. They incorpo-

rate a full suite of project management, time management 

and accounting features. However, these feature-rich 

systems are often too expensive and complicated for most 

users. They require the purchase of additional hardware 

or software, or are delivered via a subscription service 

(and if the subscription is terminated, all data is lost). 

According to interviews with actual small creative busi-

ness owners, all of them outsourced financial tasks such 

as accounting, payroll and taxes to a bookkeeper or CPA, 

therefore integrated accounting is not essential to a new 

project and knowledge management system.

According to Shel Perkins3, an author and expert on 

the subject of creative firm management, the following 

project management systems are predominantly in use 

by creative firms with fewer than 10 employees (and in 

which Accounting features are not included):

1. Clients & Profits (90% of users)

2. Studio Manager (79% of users)

3. Studiometry (80% of users)

4. TimeFox (81% of users have fewer than 10 employees)

2 For the purposes of this project, NAICS Codes utilized include: 
541430 Graphic Design Services; 541613 Marketing Consulting 
Services; and 541810 Advertising Agencies.

3 See Table C-2: Comparison of Project Management Software 
for Creative Firms in the Appendix for Shel Perkin’s complete 
comparison chart of popular project management systems.

Algorithms

Heuristics

Mysteries
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There are several reasons why creative businesses may 

choose not to use existing project management systems. 

First, due to their limited resources (revenue), most firms 

are simply unable to afford one of these systems. Second, 

there are too many choices4, so knowing which system 

might be best the firm would require too much time 

comparing various features. Finally, most of the systems 

available are not tailored to the unique needs of the firm, 

and the business might be forced to change their natural 

workflow and processes in order to accommodate the 

new system.

Price is an important barrier to overcome when selecting 

a project management system. The more feature-packed 

the system or software, the more expensive it is. Clients & 

Profits, for example, costs $4,999.00 and then $749.85 per 

year for ongoing support. Studio Manager is a relational 

database that costs $1,845.00 up front, and requires the 

purchase of multiple licenses of another software applica-

tion (FileMaker Pro) in order to use it. Online project 

management systems are less expensive, but require an 

ongoing, monthly investment in the form of a subscription 

plan. To ensure users stick with these systems, data en-

tered is usually not transferable or able to be exported—if 

the user decides to stop using the system, all information 

entered up to that point would be lost forever.

While it is important for users to consider life-cycle costs 

of a software program or project management system, not 

simply the up-front charges associated with it, most users 

interviewed were opposed to paying high priced, ongoing 

charges. Since most creative businesses such as design firms, 

marketing firms and small advertising agencies have fewer 

1.3 Why creative businesses do not use a project management system

System Cost
Design firm

3 employees

Marketing firm

6 employees

Ad agency

10 employees 

Clients & Profits  

(stand alone)

$4,999.00  

(plus $749.85/yr support)

$5,748.00 up 

front; $749.85 /yr

$5,748.00 up front; 

$749.85 /yr

$5,748.00 up front; 

$749.85 /yr

Clients & Profits ASAP  

(online)
$25.00/user/month $900.00/yr $1,800/yr $3,000.00/yr

Studio Manager
$895.00–$2,495.00 (plus FileMaker 

Pro at $150.00 per user)
$1,845.00 up front $2,895.00 up front $3,995.00 up front

Studiometry
$199.95/user;  

$925.00/5 users; $1,800.00/10 users
$599.85 up front $1,124.95 up front $1,800.00 up front

TimeFox
$35.00/user/month + $5.00/extra 

user/month
$540.00/yr $720.00/yr $960.00/yr

BaseCamp
$99.00/month,  

unlimited users
$1,188.00/yr $1,188.00/yr $1,188.00/yr

Table 1-1: Pricing for some of the most popular, existing project management systems

resources, high monthly subscription plan pricing, such 

as those used by Basecamp ($99.00 per month for their 

“most popular” package) or SalesForce.com ($25 per 

month per user) are not feasible. Complex pricing that 

is based on the number of system users, the number of 

projects tracked, or the amount of storage space needed 

are not only confusing, but difficult to anticipate since 

these numbers can fluctuate from month to month.

The choice of project management systems is daunting as 

well. According to Wikipedia, there are over one hundred 

project management systems to choose from. Faced with 

an abundance of options, time constraints, and the in-

ability to distinguish between features, most small creative 

businesses have given up on the use of project management 

systems. Instead, they rely on manual processes utilizing 

Microsoft Excel® and Word®, QuickBooks®, and outside 

parties such as bookkeepers or accountants to help manage 

the firm’s operations.

Many project and knowledge management systems are 

built for generic purposes and industries, not necessarily 

for creative firms. Often these systems require a steep learn-

ing curve in order to use them. Without sufficient resourc-

es in terms of personnel, it is difficult to train employees 

to use the system. Furthermore, they might require that 

the firm’s processes be built around the software’s capabili-

ties. Those systems that may be tailored to the needs of the 

creative market, such as Workamajig and Sohnar Traffic, 

are geared toward much larger firms and agencies.

4 Please refer to Appendix D: Project Management 
System Research

“ Right now our [manual] system 
works because of the nature of our 
employees… Individual employee  
accountability is the only thing holding 
it all together.”

—Paul Weber, Entrepreneurship Advertising Group

“ For a small shop, [Function Fox] just  
wasn’t efficient or worth the money.”

— Kevin Fullerton, Springboard Creative
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In order to fully understand the management needs 

of graphic design firms, marketing firms, and small- to 

medium-size advertising agencies, a small focus group 

of users for the design and development of a new, more 

effective project and knowledge management system was 

selected. Representing freelance designers, small design 

and marketing firms, and a small advertising agency, the 

input of actual creative business owners allows for greater 

understanding of the unique needs of the industry. 

Through questionnaires and personal interviews, it was 

determined that automating and streamlining some of the 

operational processes of a creative firm is highly desirable. 

According to Jonathan Arnold of Arnold Imaging, his 

goal for several years has been to “automate all of the 

stupid grunt work” when it comes to developing pro-

posals, tracking time spent on projects, and determin-

ing his five-person creative firm’s profitability. Arnold 

incorporates Harvest (getharvest.com) for time tracking, 

Salesforce.com Enterprise edition for managing contacts 

and proposals, Microsoft Excel for estimating projects, 

and QuickBooks Pro for invoicing and accounting. For 

these four different systems, he spends approximately 

1.4 What systems creative business owners are using

Figure 1-5: Number of different “systems”  

employed by the user group. 

Users interviewed utilized a total of sixteen dif-

ferent management systems for the tasks listed 

above. Because there is no consensus or one 

system built to manage all of the necessary op-

erational functions of their business, most owners 

complete these tasks manually.

4

2
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20% Other systems

$6,000.00 per year ($500 per month) to automate all of 

his business’s processes, yet he complains that his staff 

“[doesn’t] know where to look for anything because 

everything is hobbled together.”

According to research conducted among the selected user 

group, all users are aware of the need for a project and 

knowledge management system, but there appears to be 

no consensus as to which one is best. Several users incor-

porate more than one “solution” for managing their firm’s 

operations, but are frustrated by the lack of integration 

between them. Kevin Fullerton of Springboard Creative 

tried using FunctionFox, an existing project management 

system built for the creative industry, but discontinued 

use due to cost. Without an effective alternative, most us-

ers have resorted back to the time consuming, repetitive, 

and manual processes they attempted to streamline—

including using Microsoft® Excel® for tracking projects, 

budgets and time. Proposals and work orders are typed 

into word processing programs such as Microsoft ® Word® 

(with project descriptions being re keyed or copy-and-

pasted from one proposal into another), and invoicing 

and financial tasks are completed through accounting 

programs such as QuickBooks or are sourced to outside 

bookkeepers or accountants.

Jonathan Arnold, of Arnold Imaging, 

spends approximately $500 per month 

($6,000 per year) to automate his 

business processes. Substitutes for project management systems 

According to the user group, 33% utilized Microsoft® Excel® for 

project management (in the form of manually created spread-

sheets) and 25% used QuickBooks’s time tracking features.

“ [As a] small agency, the 
majority of our processes 
are still being completed 
manually,”

— Brandon Myers, 
Lundmark Advertising & Design
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1.5 What users want in a project and knowledge management system

Most creative business owners interviewed for the project desire a new project 

management solution due to several factors. Whether it is to keep a record 

of and track locations of previous client projects, benchmarking how much 

time was spent on projects (i.e. had they budgeted enough time to complete 

a certain type of project), or to automate certain operational tasks such as 

proposal creation, most creative business owners are looking for a way to 

improve efficiencies in their day-to-day routine. Features that the selected user 

group most desires in a project management system include customization 

and the flexibility to integrate the system within their existing workflow and 

processes. These include the:

1. Ability to integrate with QuickBooks,  

Excel and Salesforce.com, as well as LinkedIn

2. Ability to track time spent on projects

3. Ability to schedule and prioritize projects

4. Ability to notate projects, client contacts, etc.

5. Ability to have standard pricing for similar projects  

in order to help automate the proposal process

Affordability and simplicity of pricing are other needs that creative business 

owners have when it comes to selecting a project and knowledge management 

system. Many systems are perceived as being too high in price, and those that 

offer monthly, subscription-based pricing are often confusing when trying to 

determine the appropriate “package” for the user’s needs (how many employ-

ees, the number of ongoing projects, the amount of storage space needed, 

etc.). Some owners may be hesitant to pull the trigger because they are not sure 

that after all of the investment their employees will actually use the system.

Name Company Type of Firm # employees

Brandon Myers Lundmark Advertising Advertising 7

Paul Weber EAG Marketing/Advertising 7

Ryan Hembree Indicia Design/Marketing 5

Jonathan Arnold Arnold Imaging Design/Architecture 5

Clifton Alexander Reactor Design 3+

Kevin Fullerton Springboard Creative Design 2+

Melissa Dehner Honeybee Creative Design 1

Clark Bystrom Bystrom Design Design 1

Table 1-2: User Group 

selected for insight into the 

design and development of a 

new project and knowledge 

management system. 

Brandon Myers
Lundmark Advertising

Employees: 7

Kevin Fullerton
Springboard Creative

Employees: 2+

Clifton Alexander
Reactor

Employees: 3+

Ryan Hembree
Indicia

Employees: 5

Clark Bystrom
Bystrom Design

Employees: 1

Paul Weber
Entrepreneur Advertising Group

Employees: 7

Melissa Dehner
Honeybee Creative

Employees: 7

USER GROUP
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SECTION 2

DESIGN

2.1 Conceptual framework for the new system

The five functional areas of business operation (as defined 

in the Kauffman Foundation’s Entrepreneurship Manual, 

126), in practical application, can be reduced to three ba-

sic functions within a creative firm: project management, 

time management, and knowledge management. These 

are the common functions that owners must contend with 

when managing their creative business, whether a graphic 

design firm, marketing firm, or small advertising agency. 

Project Management encompasses many different aspects. 

According to whatis.com, project management is “a me-

thodical approach to planning and guiding project pro-

cesses from start to finish.” Most of the systems researched 

take a waterfall (linear) approach to project management, 

in which one task must be completed sequentially before 

another can begin. This is particularly the case in systems 

where milestones must be defined and then checked off 

like a to-do list. Creative projects however, by their very 

nature, are more fluid and less well defined, thus requiring 

a more flexible method of scheduling and management.

Time management is a challenge for any type of business, 

and particularly for creative businesses in which services 

are rendered and deliverables are more intangible (i.e. 

intellectual property). Creative business owners must be 

able to accurately estimate the amount of time it takes to 

complete a project, ensure that the production team is 

adhering to the budgeted amount of time, and then be 

able to document the time spent in order to bill clients. 

Thus, the overlap between time and project management 

allow for Billing and Financial Management for the busi-

ness owner.

Knowledge management requires that a business have a 

way to store information regarding its customers, vendors, 

employees, and the processes used to complete various 

tasks. The ability to deposit this information in a central 

location that is easily accessible and searchable saves an 

organization time (and money) while retrieving it. When 

it comes to completing projects, the ability for effective 

Contact Management becomes one of the C.O.M.mand 

Center (Creative Operations Manager)’s compelling 

features and benefits.

In addition to managing projects, time and information, 

the C.O.M.mand Center will focus on Archive manage-

ment, allowing owners to find old project files, estimates, 

and benchmark against future projects. Currently these 

tasks are manually completed and time consuming, 

preventing the creative business owner from being able to 

expand their businesses—if automated, more time could 

be freed up, allowing owners to focus on more strategic 

and profitable activities. 
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According to users interviewed, there are common tasks and procedures 

relating to their workflow, regardless of whether they operated a design firm, a 

marketing firm, or a small advertising agency. These challenges include finding 

new business (utilizing contact management), producing and delivering work 

for clients (via project management), and saving pertinent information about 

each job for future reference and organizational learning (through archive 

management). As illustrated in Figure 1-2, most management functions within 

a creative business are usually accomplished by one person, the owner, and by 

using a series of files (usually spreadsheets or Word documents), printed docu-

ments in loose-leaf binders, or other heuristics.

Figure 2-2: Functional aspects addressed by the 

C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Manager) 

include project management, contact management,  

billing management and archive management.

2.1.1 User tasks addressed by the system Figure 2-1: Simplifying the functional aspects  

of business for creative firms. The functional 

aspects of business can be simplified to three 

basic needs for creative owners. The ability  

to reference old project information directly  

correlates to all three of these operations.
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Figure 2-3: Example of workflow addressed 

by the C.O.M.mand Center. At Indicia Design, 

one of the users studied for this project, work-

flow processes and related tasks consist of 

contact management, project management, and 

archive management.
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The C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Man-

ager) is comprised of six main areas of functionality, each 

accessible depending upon a user’s definition and access 

privileges as defined by the system administrator. The 

three main user types are:

1. Production Staff—These are the people within a 

creative business who are responsible for developing 

and delivering a final creative product or project. They 

can be designers, production artists, illustrators, office 

managers, etc. In Figure 2-5 on the next page, areas  

accessible by these users are in Orange.

2. Sales/Account Managers— Anyone within the firm 

who is responsible for new business development, 

including sales people, account executives or managers, 

and art or creative directors who generate new busi-

ness for the firm. They have more access and editing 

privileges to the system’s information. In Figure 2-5, 

additional areas accessible by these users are in Green 

(orange areas are also accessible).

3. Admin—Principals, owners, IT managers, and other 

high level people within a creative business who need 

to be able to configure the C.O.M.mand Center have 

access to all areas of functionality. Usually this would 

be one or two people. In Figure 2-5, additional areas 

accessible by these users are in purple (orange and 

green areas are also accessible).

2.2 System Architecture

Depending on a user’s access privileges, certain functions 

of the system may be hidden or restricted. Upon login, 

each user would see a “home screen” displaying current 

projects and priorities, as well as an electronic “time sheet” 

for the current week. More information is accessible via 

collapsing and expanding windows on the homepage 

sidebar, including a list of priorities, production pricing 

information, and notes.

The C.O.M.mand Center is highly flexible for creative 

business owners. The ability to tailor the look and feel of 

the system with their company logo, as well as customize 

pre-formatted forms for PDF output is highly beneficial. 

Job numbering conventions, milestones, project descrip-

tions and pricing information are all editable using the 

system. The ability to store contact information for pros-

pects, clients, vendors and employees makes the system an 

invaluable knowledge database for creative firms, simplify-

ing the task of managing client relationships and projects 

while saving both time and money.

Production Staff Login
Projects

Sales/Acct Manager Login

Projects

Admin Login

Projects

C.O.M.MAND CENTER FUNCTIONALITY BY USER TYPE

Figure 2-4: Functionality 

for the C.O.M.mand Center 

(Creative Operations Manager) 

based on type of user and login 

privileges.
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Figure 2-5: Site architecture for the C.O.M.mand Center.

2.2 System Architecture (continued)

Production Staff accessible

Sales/Account Manager accessible, in 
addition to Production Staff accessible

Owner/Admin accessible, 
including all areas of system
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The C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Manager) 

will be designed with user needs and capabilities in mind. 

Simplicity is important to both users and creative busi-

ness owners. Many of the current systems on the market 

are complicated in that they require the purchase of 

additional software or the help of an on-site specialist to 

install and train users on using the system. Even if in larger 

firms there may be a “dedicated” person responsible for 

learning how to use the system and training others, if they 

should leave, this knowledge would be lost. Online videos 

or tutorials and frequently asked question (FAQ) pages 

may help alleviate this issue, but can be time-consuming 

if the user doesn’t know where to look for information or 

if they are unsure of what questions to ask. Commonly 

used vernacular within the creative industry, that avoids as 

many overly-technical terms as possible, will make it easy 

for users to understand what is required of them.

2.3 User interface design 

To prevent users from getting “lost” within the system, the 

architecture of the C.O.M.mand Center is designed to 

be “flat,” meaning there are few main screens for users to 

learn and adapt to. Depending on access privileges, there 

are only three to five screens to control the entire system, 

designated by large, friendly graphic icons. More specific 

tasks will be accomplished through pop-up information 

windows that are layered on top of these main areas of 

usability. Design and functionality cues from popular 

social media web sites such as Twitter, Facebook, and 

Pandora have been incorporated into the look and feel, 

as well as those from other popular project management 

systems, such as Harvest or Basecamp. Interface designs 

from Apple-branded applications such as iTunes, iCal, 

and the AppStore have also been taken into consideration 

because of their simple layout and usability. Approachable 

graphics and color schemes will also be incorporated into 

the design of the system. 

 

Some popular social 

networking sites have been 

referenced for inspiration in 

the design and development of 

the C.O.M.mand Center.

facebook

twitter

mylife

friendster

Email marketing tools such as MailChimp and MailerMailer 

must be simple to use and appeal to consumers. They display a 

lot of important information in an easy-to-read manner.

 Most social networking sites use 

vibrant colors (blues, greens) and 

crisp, clean layouts with plenty of 

white space. Usability is key to  the 

success of any web-based system.
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Numerous systems researched use a “waterfall” approach 

to project management. The user must define a linear pro-

gression of “milestones” to be achieved and then checked-

off like a to-do list. While this type of linear progression 

of tasks may be well suited for engineering, construction 

and even software development, creative projects are typi-

cally not as well defined from the beginning. Often there 

is an iterative approach in which concepts are presented to 

clients for feedback, then revisions to those concepts are 

sent and so forth until an appropriate solution is devel-

oped. Adding to this complexity is the fact that different 

types of creative projects have varying deliverables and 

tasks associated with them. 

In order to make the C.O.M.mand Center (Creative  

Operations Manager) as user friendly as possible, the  

following simplified “status” are defined within the  

system, but can be edited or added to:

1. New – when a project is first input into the system.

2. Concepts – the production team selects this option 

when developing first round concepts.

3. Feedback – when project concepts have been sent to 

the client for review and feedback.

2.3.1 Simplifying scheduling with the C.O.M.mand Center

4. Refinement – After client review, the account manager 

or production staff switches the project status to this 

option to designate they are making tweaks to the 

project per client feedback.

5. Approval – Depending on how many rounds of revi-

sions account managers give clients, a project, after 

being in the “Refinement” state, can be switched back 

to “Feedback” or to this state, signifying that the firm 

is waiting for final approval before sending a project to 

print, programming, or purchasing media placement.

6. Production – Once approved, every type of creative 

project has final execution and implementation that 

needs to occur—a logo needs to have final files created 

in multiple formats for the client; a brochure must 

go to a printer; and a web site or animation must be 

coded. Production is a generic enough term that it can 

apply to almost any type of project.

7. To Archive – When a project is completed, this status 

lets the account manager know that it is ready to be 

prepared for final archiving, whether that means it is 

burned to a CD or DVD, or copied onto another hard 

drive or file server for storage.

8. Complete – Projects that have been archived, and their 

physical file location notated within the C.O.M.mand 

Center. Once a project is in this status, it is only acces-

sible via the Archives screen (Figure 2–17). 

Figure 2-6: Main “Projects” screen displayed when a user logs into the 

C.O.M.mand Center. A list of the only user’s Current Projects are listed unless they 

“View All.” Clicking on the Stopwatch icon (1) will start a timer to track time expended 

on a task. While going, the whole window with the user name and time flashes red to 

indicate it is started. Click again to stop the timer. Projects can be checked as “Priorities” 

(2) and they appear in the expandable window to the left until the current job status has 

been changed (4). Clicking on the name of a project (3) will open a Project Log window 

to display that project’s attributes. Users may manually enter time into the electronic 

“Timesheet” below (5 and 6), where they will be tallied against budgeted hours and 

placed into a queue for the business owner to invoice. Windows within the sidebar navi-

gation collapse or expand depending on the user’s need.

Figure 2-7: Project Log screen 

Clicking on a project in the Current Proj-

ects window opens this detailed project 

view, showing hours expended and hours 

remaining on a project. It is possible to 

view the Creative Brief, and any produc-

tion information, such as Quotes or Esti-

mates, generated for the client. The user 

has the ability to add notes to the project 

or upload a PDF image of the project for 

future reference.

1

42
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5 6
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In the creative industry, the main “product” delivered  

to clients is the time it takes to develop a marketing 

strategy, an advertising campaign, or promotional  

collateral. Since there are only so many hours in a day, 

it is imperative that the creative business owner is able 

to account for and bill all of the time spent on a project. 

According to Cameron Foote in The Creative Business 

Guide to Running a Graphic Design Business, design 

firms should bill at least 60% of their time in order to 

maintain optimum profitability. The C.O.M.mand Cen-

ter (Creative Operations Manager) makes it possible 

to track all time spent, apply it to specific projects, and 

then output that data for billing.

2.3.2 Tracking time with the C.O.M.mand Center

BUDGET ALERTS

CURRENT HOURS

EMPLOYEE TIME LOG

8:30
March 1, 2011

AM
PM

LogoutEmployee Name

T U E S D A Y

Export Hours to .CSV

Sort by
Sort by

Stopwatch

Logo Design –5ABC–1101

Logo Design 1.0ABC–1101

Logo Design .75ABC–1101

Hours LeftJob No. Project Name

Ryan Hembree Logo Design

Logo Design

Neil Ryan Logo Design

62%16.0 28.5 26

62%8.75 28.5 26

62%23.0 28.5 26

48%98.5 110.5 96.0

Name

TOTALS

Job No. Project Name Current Hours Previous Week Avg. Hours Billable %

INVOICING

OTHER BILLABLES

BILLING HISTORY

ABC–1101 Acme Building Products Logo Design 4 16

ABC–1101 Acme Building Products Logo Design 4 16

ABC–1101 Acme Building Products Logo Design 4 16

ABC–1101

ABC–1101

ABC–1101

ABC–1101

Acme Building Products Logo Design 4 16

Job No.Invoice? Client Project Name Hours to Bill $ Budget

$1,025.50

$1,025.50

$1,025.50

$1,025.50

$3,000.00

$3,000.00

$3,000.00

$3,000.00

$ Billed Hours Left

ABC–1101 Acme Building Products Logo Design 4 16

ABC–1101 Acme Building Products Logo Design 4 16

ABC–1101 Acme Building Products Logo Design 4 16

$1,025.50

$1,025.50

$1,025.50

$3,000.00

$3,000.00

$3,000.00

Justin Leatherman Logo Design

Logo Design

Logo Design

62%12.25 28.5 26

62%5.75 28.5 26

62%8.0 28.5 26

ABC–1101

ABC–1101

ABC–1101

Max Kunakhovich Logo Design 62%24.75 28.5 26ABC–1101

Logo Design 2.5ABC–1101

Logo Design 4.5ABC–1101

Logo Design 2.0ABC–1101

Figure 2-8: Billings Screen accessible to Sales or Admin user. Hours that have been 

recorded in the Timesheet window appear in this window (2), along with the project’s 

budget (hours and cost) and the remaining amounts to bill. Click on “Invoice” (1)  to 

generate a pre-formatted PDF invoice (customizable with company logo) that may be 

emailed to the client, or click “Export to .CSV” to save weekly hours to an Excel file for 

accounting purposes. “Budget Alert” projects are listed in a collapsible sidebar window 

(3), while all designer or production hours are listed in the Time Log window (4). Users 

can generate invoices, view production estimates that need to be billed, as well as his-

torical data for previous, like projects (5).
Figure 2-9: Time Sheet functionality of 

the C.O.M.mand Center. Staff can record 

hours spent on projects from the home/ 

Project screen of the C.O.M.mand Center.

1 2

4
5

3

Production staff and creative teams will find it easy to 

record their time without the need for paper time slips 

(which can be lost, take up file cabinets of space, and  

are wasteful). A weekly email generated by the system 

will remind them to fill out the system’s “online” time 

sheet by the end of each week. Drop down selection of 

designer-specific projects eliminate the need for memori-

zation of project codes and names. Hours input into the 

system will be applied to each project and deducted from 

the total budgeted hours remaining, which is then dis-

played on the employee’s list of projects and when a Proj-

ect Detail screen is opened. To simplify billing, an Excel 

file can be downloaded directly from the C.O.M.mand 

Center for reporting purposes and invoicing. 

TED

LIENT
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Current WeekVIEW
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2.3.3 Collecting and managing client information with C.O.M.mand Center

Managing client information is an important issue for 

creative business owners, based on feedback from user 

group research. While creative quality is important, their 

business is more about establishing and maintaining 

client relationships than it is about the work produced. 

Consistency from project to project, even during times of 

employee transition, will be optimized and maintained 

by keeping all client information and project logs stored 

in one convenient and accessible location. Using the 

C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Manager) 

for prospecting, a business development, sales or account 

manager would input all of a client’s background informa-

tion and preferences throughout the sales cycle, including 

when they were last contacted, items required for follow-

Figure 2-10: It is easy to add a 

new project to the C.O.M.mand 

Center. Dropdown menus allow 

user to choose the client, type 

of project, and the title of the 

project. If a project type is not 

listed in this menu, they can “Add 

new project title” and then enter 

information into the fields below. 

Figure 2-11: Ensure consistency 

among client projects through 

the use of the Creative Brief pop-

up window.This gives designers 

essential background information 

on screen or the ability to print 

off hard copies for insertion into 

client job folders. 

Figure 2-12: Requesting and 

generating production quotes  

is automated with the new 

system. Simply input the various 

fields, and a standardized request 

form can be sent to up to three 

different vendors. Save the Quote 

Request and when numbers are 

received, simply generate an 

Estimate for the client. 
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up, and next steps. Proposals and production estimates 

sent to the client would be archived and searchable for 

future reference by any employee of the firm. 

Production staff would benefit from the C.O.M.mand 

Center by having all client contact and background 

information available for viewing or printing in a pre-

formatted and customizable Creative Brief. Completed 

client project files (typically stored on backup drives 

or discs) can be referenced with the system, along with 

detailed information such as the amount of time spent 

and budgeted, production quotes and estimates, project 

notes, and thumbnail proofs of final artwork.
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One of the time-consuming (and sometimes non-billable) 

tasks that employees within creative firms spend much 

time on is coordinating final production of projects—

whether that project is printed, coded, filmed, photo-

graphed, or distributed in multiple media. Quotes must 

be requested from various vendors; a markup or profit 

margin must be applied to the received quote; and then 

final estimates must be sent to the client for approval. 

There is a lot of communication and paperwork that must 

be documented and retained for each project. 

The C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Manag-

er) will provide creative business owners with a central-

2.3.4 Streamlining communication with C.O.M.mand Center  
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Figure 2-13: Directory screen of the C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations 

Manager). The knowledge management portal of the system, creative businesses are 

able to collect all of their contact information (whether clients, vendors, employees or 

important emergency information) into one easily accessible place. Clicking on a Client 

or Vendor name (1) brings up an information window. Click on the contact person’s 

email address (2) to send an email communication. Vendors may be categorized (3) 

and then sorted based on type of production/materials provided.

Figure 2-14: PDF output 

onto consistent forms. The 

C.O.M.mand Center makes it 

possible to generate standardized 

forms and Proposals quickly and 

easily. “Boilerplate” information, 

such as contracts, verbiage, etc. 

would automatically be inserted 

into these forms or invoices. 

1

3

2

ized database for storing Production Quote Requests, 

Production Quotes, and Production Estimates that 

are sent to clients. To avoid duplication of effort, the 

same production quote request may be sent to multiple 

vendors at the same time. Once received back from the 

vendor, quotes may be input into the system, along with 

any mark-up or profit margin for the system to auto-

calculate what the final Production Estimate should be. 

Simply clicking on the desired, or approved, vendor’s 

estimate will generate a pre-formatted PDF that can 

then be emailed to clients for approval.
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2.3.5 Automating the proposal process with C.O.M.mand Center

One of the unmet user needs of existing project and 

knowledge management systems is the ability to create 

standardized pricing for similar project types, according 

to the business owners interviewed for this project. Cur-

rently, creative business owners tend to “reuse” content 

from multiple documents for developing proposals, since 

verbiage used typically remains consistent regardless of the 

client, such as background of the creative firm, the basic 

design process used, or the number of revisions. Project 

rates and pricing tend to remain the same as well. 

Copying and pasting information between several differ-

ent documents is typical. This places an enormous cogni-

tive load on the business owner: not only do they have to 

remember which clients or proposals had similar project 

scopes, they must be able to locate the old proposal, find 

the desired text within the document, and then switch be-

tween multiple windows to paste it into a new document. 

Being able to store “boiler-plate” and oft-used information 

in a centralized location for all proposals is highly ben-

eficial and desirable. On average, the selected user group 

spent 40 minutes to 2+ hours (and sometimes as many 

as 4 hours) preparing each proposal sent to clients or 

prospects. Hypothetically, if business owners or account 

managers worked on only one proposal per week (a low 

estimate), they could spend as many as 100 non-billable 

hours per year on this task. Reducing the amount of time 

spent developing proposals means more time can be spent 

on profitable and more strategic activities.

The C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Manager) 

streamlines the proposal generation process. It stores a 

database of all project types (including project descrip-

tions and standard pricing) that are accessible via drop 

down. On occasion, some customization is desirable, such 

as the client name, deliverables or pricing, and this can 

be changed on a case-by-case basis by the sales or account 

manager. New project types can be added as needed, and 

are stored within the system for future use. By automating 

the proposal process, users are able to quickly create pro-

fessional, custom-formatted proposals that are printable 

or email-able to clients or prospects. 
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Figure 2-15: New Business screen of the C.O.M.mand Center. This screen is only 

available to those with the appropriate login. Prospects are listed with next steps (2) and 

are able to be converted into Clients (1) with the click of the mouse button. Propos-

als are simple to create using this system, with recent proposals and their respective 

projects appearing in this window (3). If a project within a Proposal is “accepted,” a new 

project number and Log is automatically created. Sales and/or account managers may 

define new types of projects and input their descriptions, pricing information, and other 

critical information in this collapsible sidebar window (4).
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Figure 2-16: Creating 

proposals is easy with 

C.O.M.mand Center.  Add 

projects, change pricing, or 

use the built in calculator to 

experiment with different  

pricing options. 
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Over several years a creative business will complete  

hundreds, if not thousands of different projects for a vari-

ety of clients. Clients expect creative businesses to retain 

backups of all files created for them in case those files are 

needed in the future: perhaps the client may lose the files 

that were originally sent to them, or perhaps they desire a 

slight change to a project. From a legal and client con-

venience perspective, it simply makes sense for creative 

business owners to keep a record of all work completed—

however, being able to quickly find this information is a 

challenge. 

At Indicia Design, all completed projects, including pre-

liminary concepts and support files, are burned onto CD 

or DVD archive discs that are then numbered and stored 

within the studio. A printed list of each Archive Disc is 

created and placed into a binder for future reference. Over 

nine hundred of these discs have been filled with old client 

projects; to manually search for an old client project might 

require hours of an employee or owner’s time. Locating old 

project files quickly and easily is a need addressed by the 

Archive functionality of the C.O.M.mand Center (Creative 

Operations Manager).  

CDs are not the only method used to store old files— 

removable hard disk drives, thumb drives, tape backups, 

RAID servers or other data storage methods may be used 

by creative businesses. Regardless of the storage conventions 

used, the C.O.M.mand Center will indicate where to find 

old client projects by allowing creative business owners to 

make a note of which disc, drive or server is used for stor-

age. What was once a time consuming and arduous task is 

reduced to a few minutes, allowing the  employee or owner 

to improve productivity and efficiency. 

2.3.6 Locating past projects quickly with C.O.M.mand Center
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Figure 2-17: Archives screen of the C.O.M.mand Center. One of the main rationales 

for this project and knowledge management system is the ability to find information 

about old client projects that may be stored on backup servers, discs or other types 

of media. Users are able to search for old projects and then click to view more details 

(1); input the location of recently completed projects (2) whose Job Status has been 

changed to “To Archive;” and are able to view the most recently completed projects (3). 

Old print quotes from vendors, as well as estimates sent to clients, are able to be found 

using this feature of the system (4).
Old projects are typically saved 

onto discs or servers. At Indicia, 

client projects spanning almost ten 

years are saved on over 900 CDs or 

DVDs. Searching for and locating pre-

vious projects can be a time consum-

ing task, one that the C.O.M.mand 

Center alleviates.
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Section 2:  Design

Within creative firms using the C.O.M.mand Center 

(Creative Operations Manager), there are three main user 

types. Business owners and managers will have the ability 

to configure and customize the system and administer 

user privileges, as well as access all system features.  

Account managers, business development and sales 

personnel would have the ability to help manage customer 

relationships. Finally, Production staff would be able to 

manage their time and workload by using the system.

Business owners in many small design and marketing 

firms or advertising agencies are responsible for monitor-

ing project budgets and billing for work completed. By 

having “dashboard” type access to all of the company’s 

projects, they can benchmark time spent versus time 

budgeted for each project. This capability allows them to 

better estimate the actual time needed for future, similar 

type projects; determine profitability of projects; and see 

which designers are performing as efficiently as possible. 

The C.O.M.mand Center helps achieve this goal by 

recording production staff time and allowing it to be ex-

ported to a Microsoft® Excel® file for billing and tracking 

purposes. Also beneficial to business owners and manag-

ers is the ability to customize the look and feel of the 

system and its output based on their own unique internal 

processes and needs.

2.4 Benefits of the C.O.M.mand Center

The owners of creative businesses, particularly smaller 

ones, are often also responsible for business development. 

Whether there is a dedicated Sales person or Account 

manager or not, this system benefits that role by helping 

track the lead generation and prospecting process. Since 

many project descriptions and time requirements are the 

same (and stored in the system), proposals can be quickly 

generated without copying and pasting old information. 

Once accepted and approved, proposals can quickly be 

converted into new projects, complete with client con-

tacts, background information, and preferences.

Production staff, such as designers and production artists, 

will find that some of their most time-consuming admin-

istrative tasks, such as filling out time sheets; sourcing, 

contacting and preparing print/production quotes; and 

documenting client requests and revisions, would all be 

automated. The ability to prioritize projects and quickly 

find archived project files would save valuable time 

and increase efficiency and productivity. Standardized, 

consistent forms are also generated by the system, further 

enhancing the company’s brand image in the mind of 

clients and vendors.

 

  BENEFITS TO USING THIS SYSTEM  

ARE THE FOLLOWING:

• SIMPLIFY SCHEDULING

• TRACK TIME

• COLLECT AND MANAGE CLIENT INFO

• AUTOMATE THE PROSPECTING PROCESS

• STREAMLINE COMMUNICATIONS

• LOCATE OLD PROJECTS EFFICIENTLY
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Section 3:  Feasibility

3.1 Is there a need for another project and knowledge management system?  

It is arguable as to whether or not another project 

management system is really necessary. After all, research 

has shown that there over one hundred such systems on 

the market today, with more than a dozen specifically 

tailored to the creative industry. In Chris Anderson’s 

The Long Tail, he refers to a new “world of abundance,” 

in which the Internet has brought about an increasing 

amount of choices available to consumers. This conflicts 

with what he describes as the old world of scarcity, “in 

which there just wasn’t enough room to carry everything 

for everybody: not enough shelf space for all the CDs, 

DVDs, and video games produced; not enough screens 

to show all available movies; not enough channels to 

broadcast all the TV programs…”  The principles of this 

“long tail” of marketing and abundance of options exist 

everywhere, not only in the entertainment industry to 

which he is referring.

In the realm of project management software, the ques-

tion of the marketability of another “system” in such a 

competitive marketplace must be addressed. While it is 

true that there are several systems available for use, the 

simple fact of the matter is that most creative businesses 

do not use them because they are overly complex or do 

not address some of their basic needs. According to re-

search, most firms within the selected user group average 

at least three different systems to meet their operational 

needs. Having to switch between multiple systems to 

accomplish tasks such as prospecting, tracking time, man-

aging project workflow, and billing is time consuming, 

redundant, and frustrating for users. The C.O.M.mand 

Center (Creative Operations Manager) offers a compel-

ling alternative and fills a gap in the project and knowl-

edge management software marketplace between the 

simple, one- or two-task web-based solutions (such as 

Basecamp or Billings)–and the more robust, full-featured 

systems designed for agencies with hundreds of employ-

ees (Workamajig or StudioManager).

A plethora of project 

management systems 

are available. Research 

found fifteen project  

management systems that 

are specifically marketed 

to creative businesses.

SECTION 3

FEASIBILITY



www.manaraa.com36 Developing a More Effective Creative Operations Management System for Creative Businesses 37Thesis Project by Hembree, Ryan

Section 3:  Feasibility

3.2 Resources required to develop the C.O.M.mand Center

Determining needs for a more efficient project and 

knowledge management system for creative business 

owners is one thing, actually implementing and coding 

the newly conceived system (that is a fully functional 

and marketable product) is another thing entirely. Digi-

talCrowd, Inc., a professional web- and application-

development firm based in Kansas City, was contacted 

about this project to determine the feasibility and 

resources required to build such a system. Developed 

as a web-based, MySQL database, the C.O.M.mand 

Center (Creative Operations Manager) would work on 

multiple operating platforms and with a variety of web 

browsers. The time required for coding and testing, ac-

cording to the bid received, amounts to approximately 

160 hours of programming and development time at 

$150 per hour, or $24,000.00. Along with time spent 

designing the functionality, architecture, and look and 

feel of the system (approximately 200 hours), the total 

investment to build the C.O.M.mand Center is approxi-

mately $50,000.00. 

Paying for this system’s development would be a chal-

lenge for even the largest of creative firms—fortunately 

this amount would be spread over several months of 

coding and development. To help absorb some of the 

costs, if this system is co-created and developed with the 

needs and desires of actual users in mind, the chances 

of other creative firms adopting and paying to use the 

system would increase, thus lowering the total invest-

ment required. 

Another way to justify the cost of deploying this project 

and knowledge management system is to consider it 

in terms of productivity gains. Users surveyed for this 

project, on average, spend 40 minutes to 2 or more hours 

(and sometimes as many as 4 hours) preparing each pro-

posal sent to clients or prospects. If only one proposal per 

week (a low estimate) was generated, they could save as 

many as 100 hours per year on this non-billable yet neces-

sary task. Billing-wise, users surveyed spend on average 2 

to 2.5 hours per week on invoicing and financial manage-

ment tasks, up to 130 hours per year. While 230 hours 

might not seem like a lot, at the average hourly rate of 

$104 per hour (the average for the selected user group), 

using the C.O.M.mand Center amounts to a savings of 

$23,920.00 in the first year alone.

104
230

23,920

50,000

2
100

Dollars per hour is the
Average Hourly Rate
for selected user group

Potential Billable
Hours saved annually

U.S. Dollars per year saved by creative business 
owners using the C.O.M.mand Center

Number of years 
required to recoup 
investment if built.

Number of hours spent on 
proposal generation in a year

Amount of U.S. dollars
required to design, 
program and launch 
C.O.M.mand Center

Number of hours spent on 
invoicing and finances in a year130
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Section 3:  Feasibility

In Sections 1.3 and 1.5, pricing, or more specifically the 

complexity of different pricing “packages,” was deter-

mined to be an objection that creative business owners 

had toward adopting an existing project management 

system. High up-front costs were a turn off for many, as 

were recurring, monthly subscription plans (no matter 

how miniscule they might seem). Table 1-1 illustrates the 

complexity of pricing structures for existing systems. For 

the C.O.M.mand Center (Creative Operations Man-

ager), a hybrid approach to pricing would be pursued to 

make it more attractive and affordable for mass market. 

To determine a reasonable price point for the system, the 

pricing and support options of other creative software 

was examined. The most common of these software 

packages include Adobe® Creative Suite (Photoshop, 

Illustrator, InDesign, Dreamweaver, etc.) and Microsoft® 

Office® (Word, Excel, and PowerPoint). Creative firms 

typically pay anywhere from $1,299.00 to $2,599.00 for 

full versions (1 user) of Adobe® Creative Suite software, 

and from $499.00 to $899.00 for upgrades to those prod-

ucts, typically every 18–24 months. For a full version of 

Microsoft® Office®, the cost is $279.00 per licensed user. 

An effective project and knowledge management system 

should also be included in this list of mission critical 

software, but doesn’t have to be a budget-buster.

3.3 Determining pricing for the C.O.M.mand Center

The C.O.M.mand Center would be marketed and sold 

to creative business owners as a stand-alone product for 

$499.00 (regardless of the number of users or projects 

managed) that could be downloaded via the Internet 

and installed onto customers’ own web-enabled file 

servers. Updates and system enhancements would be 

made available on a regular or annual basis for a small 

upgrade fee of $179.95. If owners desire an alternative 

option that eliminates some of the technical knowledge 

required for installation, a “hosted” solution would also 

be available. It would be priced the same as the stand-

alone version at $499.00 upfront, plus an additional 

hosting fee of $14.95 per month ($179.88 per year). All 

data would be kept on an outside and redundant server. 

Automatic updates, as they become available, would be 

included in this hosting fee. 

At a $500.00 price point, only 100 customers would  

be needed to recoup the $50,000.00 initial investment of 

developing the C.O.M.mand Center. This small number 

is entirely achievable if the system were marketed as  

a product, as it represents only a fraction of one percent  

of the entire creative services industry within the  

United States (approximately .2% of 54,884 creative 

firms nationwide). Furthermore, if only 1% of the  

creative industry, or 548 customers, were to adopt the  

system, potential gross revenue would be $274,000 

plus an additional $98,763.75 per year for hosting  

and upgrades.

$1,299.00 to 

$2,599.00

$279/user $12.95/mo. (Online)

$229.95 to $399.95

Option 1
$499.00 one-time 
$179.95 upgrades

Option 2
$499.00 one-time 
$14.95/mo. hosting

Figure 3-2: Essential tools for cre-

ative business owners. Mission critical 

software that all creative firms use. Costs 

above are per licensed user. C.O.M.mand 

Center pricing is to the right. Users may 

host the system on their own server, or 

pay for a hosted solution, and pricing 

remains the same.

 If only 1% of the Creative Industry (548 users) was to  

adopt the C.O.M.mand Center, potential revenue generated 

would be approximately $274,000 in up-front fees, plus an  

additional $98,763.75 per year for hosting and upgrades.
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4. Conclusion 

As research shows, an abundance of project and knowledge management systems within 

the marketplace does not necessarily mean that there is not a need for a more specific 

solution to managing the operations of a creative business. The C.O.M.mand Center (Cre-

ative Operations Manager) fulfills this need by providing creative business owners and 

their employees a web-based, automated system to simplify and streamline daily tasks, 

operational processes, and workflow. As a customizable solution, business owners do not 

have to alter their processes and procedures to meet the requirements of the system—

rather, the system may be custom-tailored to meet their needs.

For business owners, the C.O.M.mand Center provides a more efficient way to schedule, 

track time, manage and bill for projects. Client and prospect information, as well as stan-

dard project rates, all exist in one centralized location for easy reference and proposal 

generation. For employees of the design, marketing or advertising firm, it allows for more 

efficient communication with outside vendors and clients, as well as other employees. 

Previous projects and information collected are saved for future utilization, and help grow 

the organization’s knowledge. Finally, the C.O.M.mand Center allows for everyone in the 

creative business to save time by avoiding manual tasks and processes, thereby helping to 

improve the firm’s bottom line. With this system, creative businesses will no longer remain 

limited in organizational size, sales, or profitability.

CONCLUSION
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Appendix A: Creative Industry Statistics

Appendix A: Creative Industry Statistics

NAICS Type of Firm Firms nationwide within 50 mi. radius

541613 Marketing Consulting Services 18,887 460

541430 Graphic/Web Design Services 15,851 375

541810 Advertising Agencies 12,489 350

541820 Public Relations Firms 7,657 136

TOTAL 54,884 1,321

Source: (United States Department of Commerce Census Bureau Economic Survey, 2007) 

Average number of employees:
Graphic/Web Design firms 3–4

Marketing Consulting services 5–6

Advertising agencies 11–12

Average annual revenues (gross):
Graphic/Web Design firms $512,000.00

Marketing/Consulting services $917,000.00

Advertising agencies $2,158,000.00

Gross revenue per employee:
Graphic/Web Design firms $146,285.71

Marketing Consulting services $166,727.27 

Advertising agencies $187,652.17

APPENDIX
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Appendix B: User GroupAppendix B: User Group

Clifton is owner and creative director of Reactor Design Studio, a three 

plus-person graphic design firm in Kansas City, Mo. For over seven years, 

he has been providing innovative print design solutions for business-to-

business clients.

Clifton has done extensive research into project management systems, as he 

is actively pursuing a solution that is tailored to meet his unique needs. He 

has switched between several different systems due to difficulty of use and 

cost, but as of late uses three different systems to help him manage Reactor’s 

operations: Cashboard for estimating, tracking time and invoicing; Task-

Paper for generating lists of projects and to-do’s; and HighRise for basic 

contact management. 

His wife currently manages the firm’s finances by using QuickBooks, how-

ever, all the information he generates using CashBoard has to be manually 

re-entered for accounting (Accounts Payable and Receivable), payroll and 

tax purposes. When building proposals, Clifton uses an Apple word-pro-

cessing program called Pages, from which he will copy and paste project 

descriptions and information from previous proposals and insert estimates 

from CashBoard. 

Clifton is searching for a customizable system that will fulfill the needs of 

his organization. He has developed “a lot of ‘workarounds’ that help [him] 

use the software the way [he] wants,” but he would like an integrated solu-

tion that ties into billing and accounting, perhaps through a QuickBooks 

plug-in. Some specific features that Clifton would like to see implemented 

into a new management system is an all-in-one collaboration, scheduling, 

and time-tracking functionality.

Clark is the owner of Bystrom Design, an independent graphic design firm 

located in Austin, Texas. As a sole practitioner with over 20 years of experi-

ence, he is perfectly suited to handle all aspects of managing a creative busi-

ness. This doesn’t mean, however, that he isn’t looking for a way to improve 

efficiency and better manage his operations.

 Clark uses three systems to manage his design firm. For project manage-

ment, he uses an off-the-shelf application called Daylite because of its detail 

and ability to integrate with multiple applications and mobile devices. Bill-

ings is an application that allows him to generate customized invoices and 

automate billing processes. Finally, he uses Excel® to manage finances for 

Bystrom Design. Proposals are still prepared manually, as is tax preparation.

Although his current system is very robust, Clark feels there is some repeti-

tion and redundancy. He would like to find a way to better automate some 

tasks such as proposal generation.

Melissa is the designer and illustrator behind Honey Bee Creative, a 

freelance design firm in Fairway, Kansas. As a sole practitioner, she has to 

handle all aspects of managing a creative business, from marketing the firm, 

to doing the work, to billing and collecting payment. 

All of Melissa’s operational processes are manual. She uses a dry-erase board 

for managing her current workload, updating it on a monthly basis. Esti-

mates are typically proposed via email, then printed out and filed for future 

reference. Hours spent on each project are tracked in a binder, and invoices 

are generated using Adobe® Illustrator® software and then emailed as a PDF 

to clients. Old invoices and project files are burned onto CDs each year.

Melissa hasn’t invested in a management system yet, although she acknowl-

edges that she needs a better system and way of doing things. “Being just 

one person, [my system] has worked so far,” she says. She would like to 

develop a Standard Project & Pricing list so that she and her clients can 

“avoid the ‘vague’ feeling…[they] get from not knowing where your price 

comes from.”

User Profile: Clifton Alexander User Profile: Clark Bystrom

User Profile: Melissa Dehner
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Kevin is owner and creative director of Springboard Creative, a graphic design 

firm in Mission, Kansas. Kevin is an industry veteran with over 20 years experi-

ence. Before launching his own business in 2006, he was creative director for 

a large communications and marketing firm. Now he and one other designer 

complete branding and print projects for business-to-business clients.

For project and time management, Kevin used FunctionFox, but discontinued 

use after a couple of years. According to him, “it took much time to enter basic 

items. For a small shop, it just wasn’t efficient or worth the money.” Further-

more, the time tracking information collected by this system didn’t transfer 

over to his billing software, or that of his accountant. Now he does most of his 

time tracking and invoicing through QuickBooks, an off-the-shelf accounting 

application used by many small businesses. He is able to archive hours spent 

on projects and use that information for estimating future work, and estimates 

are filed away by client and date. He currently has no way of managing contact 

information.

Kevin’s current QuickBooks solution “doesn’t do most things I need. [It] lets 

me track time and bill. That’s it.” He desires an all-in-one system for estimat-

ing, scheduling, time-tracking, billing and customer relationship management. 

Customization is also important, so he can enter common expenses (such as 

deliveries), track pro-bono work, or even keep business related-goals in one 

place (knowledge management system).

Ryan is the founder and creative director of Indicia Design, a five-person 

branding firm in Kansas City, Missouri. For approximately ten years he has 

been in charge of running the firm’s operations. In 2008 he brought in a 

business partner to help market and grow the firm, so that he could focus on 

streamlining the firm’s operations.

In 2004, Ryan designed and developed an online mySQL database and 

system for project, client, and archive management. Over the years he added 

functionality to the system, including the ability to have standardized pricing 

for specific projects and the ability to quickly generate PDF proposals. As 

features and functionality has been added, the user interface has become too 

complicated for he and his team to use. He tried other off-the-shelf systems, 

including BaseCamp, FastTrack Schedule, and Salesforce.com to improve 

operational efficiencies, but they proved too difficult or costly to use.

Indicia’s finances are handled through the use of Excel spreadsheets for  

time tracking, and then invoices are generated using QuickBooks. Payroll  

is handled by one of the firm’s bookkeepers, while tax preparation is  

completed using a CPA. 

The purpose of this Thesis project is to help Ryan develop a more robust 

and integrated solution for managing his creative firm. By incorporating 

the input and insight of actual users for the system, the functionality of his 

existing system will be evaluated and then modified so that a new solution 

can be built.

User Profile: Kevin Fullerton User Profile: Ryan Hembree
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Brandon is managing partner of Lundmark Advertising & Design, located in 

downtown Kansas City. A smaller advertising agency of seven people, Brandon 

and his two partners oversee this 40 year-old firm that completes packaging, 

point of sale and retail advertising design for consumer goods companies.

Currently the operations side of the business is run through manual pro-

cesses. Projects are tracked via status reports and Excel spreadsheet, and upon 

completion filed away. Acrobat.com is an online collaboration tool that he is 

using with some of his clients, particularly those with offices spread across the 

country. Lundmark Advertising does not currently have any systems in place 

for time or contact management. 

Brandon works with an outside CPA to manage the agency’s finances, in-

cluding tax preparation, payroll, etc. Proposals are typically generated using 

Microsoft® Word®, and after estimating agency time requirements and outside 

costs such as printing and photography. Once sent to the client, they are filed 

away by client, by date. 

According to Brandon, the processes he uses are efficient. “[As a] small agency, 

the majority of our processes are still being completed manually, and at the 

current time are pretty efficient.” He has used management systems in the past, 

but found that they tended to limit, or “hand-cuff,” his processes due to the 

limitation of the software. He would prefer a system with flexibility in terms of 

estimating project costs, as well as a more fluid way to allow his design team to 

collaborate on projects.

Paul is president and Chief Entrepreneur Officer of EAG, Entrepreneur 

Advertising Group. This seven-person marketing and advertising firm has 

worked with small businesses, start-up companies and entrepreneurs to 

develop marketing strategies since 2003. 

Currently Paul’s company does not use any project management software, 

but instead relies on a series of Excel spreadsheets and individual employee 

accountability. Old art files are archived onto discs and then referenced 

using an Excel spreadsheet and binders for print production data, while 

printed samples for each project are filed by client. Since EAG also per-

forms public relations and media functions for clients, these projects are 

not necessarily tracked using this method.

Paul relies on QuickBooks for time tracking and billing purposes. Esti-

mating jobs and generating proposals is a manual process using Micro-

soft® Excel®. Adding to the inefficiencies of this system is the fact that this 

information is not centrally located, rather it is kept by different account 

managers. Paul has used contact management software in the past (an old 

version of ACT), however the information that resides in this system be-

comes redundant when it is transferred manually into QuickBooks for time 

tracking and billing. “Right now our system works because of the nature of 

our employees. With any additional growth we will have real problems with 

the process. Individual employee accountability is the only thing holding it 

all together,” admits Paul.

Paul desires a way to manage projects “from initial project scope to billing” 

by incorporating a series of checks and balances. Centrally locating project 

tracking and archival information is important to him, as is other knowl-

edge about clients; such as brand standards, client preferences, copy and 

press releases. The ability to customize the system, and export the informa-

tion to other systems (such as QuickBooks) would also be beneficial to 

him. As social media become more and more prevalent, he also desires a 

way to integrate contact management with Facebook and LinkedIn.

User Profile: Brandon Myers User Profile: Paul Weber
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Appendix C: Survey Design

Questionnaire: Operational Issues Affecting the Management of a Design Firm

1. How do you currently manage and keep track of current client projects?

2. Do you currently use project management software or systems? (If not, please skip to question 3)

a. Which project management software or systems do you currently use?

b. Why did you choose your existing project management system? What were the most important features?

c. Does your current project management system fulfill all of your requirements?  

If not, what needs does it not satisfy?  

d. What features would make your project management software/system more efficient?

3. How do you currently manage and keep track of old client projects?

4. Do you currently use time tracking and/or scheduling software or systems? (If not, please skip to question 5)

a. Which time tracking software or systems do you currently use?

b. Why did you choose your time tracking/scheduling system? What were the most important features?

c. Does your time tracking/scheduling system fulfill all of your requirements?  

If not, what needs does it not satisfy? 

d. What features would make your time tracking/scheduling software/system more efficient?

 

5. Do you currently use contact management software or systems? (If not, please skip to question 6)

a. Which contact management software or systems do you currently use?

b. Why did you choose your contact management system? What were the most important features?

c. Does your contact management system fulfill all of your requirements? If not, what needs does it not satisfy? 

d. What features would make your contact management software/system more efficient?

6. How do you currently manage finances for your company?

a. How do you determine the cost for a project?

b. How do you create invoices for client projects? What software or systems do you use?

c. How do you prepare estimates or proposals for prospective clients? 

d. Do you keep a record of old proposals/estimates? How do you find them?

e. What tasks associated with billing and/or estimating could help you improve the efficiency and  

accuracy or your accounting processes?

7. What other operational processes do you still complete manually or require multiple systems?

Other informal questions asked of User Group

On average, how much time do you spend:

 1. preparing estimates or proposals (each one)?

 2. working on billing (each week) or accounting tasks?

THIS PAGE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK
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Project Management Systems (continued)Project Management Systems

Table D-1: Comparison of Project Management Software. There are over one hundred 

project management systems available. The following table of systems from Wikipedia 

highlights notable systems and compares their functionality.  Source: Wikipedia.org

Appendix D: Project Management System ResearchAppendix D: Project Management System Research
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Project Management Systems (continued)Project Management Systems (continued)

Table D-1: Comparison of Project Management Software. (continued from page 52–53)

1 X 1 X

1 X 1 X

1 X 1 X

1 X 1 X

4 X X X X 1 X 1 X

1 X

1 X 1 X

1 X 1 X 2 X X 2 X X

1 X

1 X X 1 X 1 X

3 X X X 4 X X X X 2 X X 4 X X X X 5 X X X X X

10 3 2 3 3 4 2 2 5 5 2 3 2

Table D-2: Systems used by creative 

business owners interviewed for this 

project. The cells in yellow represent the 

total number of systems used to complete 

each tasks, i.e. Project Management or 

Contact Management. Blue cells indicate 

which systems were used, with the most 

popular a darker shade of blue.

Appendix D: Project Management System ResearchAppendix D: Project Management System Research
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Project Management Systems (continued)

Table D-3: Shel Perkins’s Comparison 

of Project Management Systems for 

Creative Firms. (Source: AIGA Center for 

Practice Management)
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Project Management Systems for the Creative Industry (continued)Project Management Systems for the Creative Industry

There are over one hundred project management systems available. Depend-

ing on the industry, the needs of businesses are very specific and unique. Be-

low is a partial list of project management software/systems that are tailored 

to the needs of creative businesses (according to their product literature), and 

that were researched for this project. Most of these systems are designed for 

larger organizations with more than 6-7 employees—those having dedicated 

account managers, project managers, purchasing managers, traffic coordina-

tors, etc. Since in small to medium size businesses there is often only one or 

two people responsible for all of these roles, these systems would require too 

much time commitment to be functional. Additionally, these more robust 

systems would require a steep learning curve to fully utilize their features, or 

require the transformation of the firm’s business processes to fit the capabili-

ties of the system.

System Platform Cost (10 users) Recurring Cost Additional Software

Aero Web-based $4,200.00 Yes No

Basecamp Web-based $1,200.00 Yes No

Clients & Profits ASAP Web-based $900.00 Yes No

Creative Management Stand-alone $6,700.00 No Yes.  

FileMaker Pro, server

DesignSoft Creative Billing Online Web-based $1,200.00 Yes No

Infowit Creative Proj Mgmt Web-based $5,800.00 Yes No

Job Order Stand-alone $14,950.00 No No

OmniPilot Agency Stand-alone $7,800.00 No Yes.  

FileMaker Pro, server

ProWorkflow Web or Stand-alone $3,600.00 Yes No

Studio Manager Stand-alone $5,500.00 No Yes.  

FileMaker Pro, server

Studiometry Web-based $1,800.00 No

TimeFox Web-based $865.00 Yes No

Workamajig Web-based $4,560.00 Yes No

Table D-4: Project Management Systems for the Creative Industry

Aero Ad Agency System www.aero-ad-agency-software.com

Features that were compelling about this system were that it allows for digital 

asset management, has full accounting capabilities, and allows users to have 

automatically generated thumbnails of projects. Proofs of projects can be up-

loaded to the system as well, thus keeping a record of changes and revisions.

Price for 10 users and up to 50GB of online storage: $350.00–450.00 per month, or 

 $4,200.00–$5,400 per year.

Basecamp www.basecamphq.com

Great collaboration tool allowing for the creation and editing of individual 

milestones. Based on critical path or linear projects, many organizations use 

Basecamp. Only allows for project management and nothing else. Is custom-

izable, allowing for users to changes color of the screens and upload their 

logos. Ability to upload files to share with others is possible through Base-

camp. This web-based system is priced based on the number of projects that a 

company needs to track, and there is no way to extract any of the data that is 

entered into the system.

Price for up to 100 different projects and 30GB storage: $99.00 per month, or

 $1,188.00 per year

Clients & Profits ASAP www.cp-asap.com

Clients & Profits ASAP was the closest system found that would match 

the needs of small- to medium-sized creative business owners. Its reporting 

features, as well as the ability to cost outside services such as copywriting, 

photography and printing in order to determine profitability for each job was 

a definite plus, however, this information cannot be integrated or shared with 

QuickBooks or MYOB. Another disadvantage is that this system does not 

allow for users to export their data. If a user decides to quit using the system, 

their data will be purged after 90 days.

Price is $25.00 per user per month $900.00–$3,000.00 per year

Creative Management www.creativemanagement.info

This solution from Dynamic Business Solutions is geared toward larger 

organizations, and requires the use of FileMaker Pro software (an additional 

startup expense). It can interface with Quickbooks and MYOB for account-

ing purposes, and allows for users to automatically generate purchase orders 

and manage digital assets. The interface of this particular system is user-

friendly, with large icons to define different tasks. 

Price for five (5) users  $1,500.00 for software, plus

 $1,700.00 for FileMaker Pro software
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Project Management Systems for the Creative Industry (continued)Project Management Systems for the Creative Industry (continued)

DesignSoft Creative Billing Online www.designsoft.com

This solution is another close fit for the needs of small to medium sized 

creative businesses. It is web-based and similar in functionality to Base-

Camp, available as a subscription plan for a defined number of projects. It 

also provides for time management, including a stopwatch feature and easy 

accounting reporting. Unlike Clients & Profits ASAP (which is another close 

contender), this solution allows for data to be exported from the system and 

used with other applications. Missing functionality that is essential includes 

a sales/prospecting capability, as well as the ability to quickly find locally 

archived jobs. The user interface appears to be more complex than necessary.

Price for up to 1500 projects $100.00 per month, or

 $1,200.00 per year

Infowit Creative Manager www.infowit.com

Creative Manager is a project management system designed for larger orga-

nizations with dedicated account managers, project managers, purchasing 

managers, and traffic coordinators. Feature-rich, this solution attempts to do 

everything that creative businesses need to do, including giving clients the 

ability to manage and approve their projects. The problem with this “every-

thing but the kitchen sink” approach is that Creative Manager is too compli-

cated for most users and costly—although available via subscription model 

or a one time fee, this solution could cost a creative business owner well over 

$10,000.

Price for 10 users (including training and configuration) $5,800.00 first year, 

 $4,800.00 per year thereafter.

JobOrder www.joborder.com

Another all-encompassing solution for creative business, JobOrder allows 

companies to manage the entire workflow, including estimating, schedul-

ing, project management and billing. It is an expensive, stand-alone piece of 

software that will integrate with accounting software and allow for export-

ing of data. While there some nice, friendly graphics and capabilities such as 

drag-and-drop functionality utilized by this system, for the most part it does 

not have a user-friendly interface.

Price for up to 10 users $14,950.00

OmniPilot Agency www.omnipilotagency.com

Much of the functionality proposed in the C.O.M.mand Center (Creative 

Operations Manager) is available in this stand-alone software program mar-

keted to larger advertising agencies and in-house design studios. This system, 

however, is not web-based, and it also requires to purchase of FileMaker Pro, 

a database application. Additional plug-ins/modules for QuickBooks integra-

tion and training are also available at an extra cost.

Price for five (5) users $4,479.00 up front cost,

 $1,150.00 training on system

ProWorkflow www.proworkflow.com

This robust, web-based project management solution is feature packed, 

including most of those found in the C.O.M.mand Center. Primarily focused 

on time and project management, this system lacks sales/prospecting features, 

as well as accounting and billing modules. According to documentation it 

is built primarily for “service-based tech and creative companies.” Data is 

exportable to other applications.

Price for five (5) users with full functionality $30.00 per month, or

 $1,800.00 per year.

Paprika (formerly Rebus) www.rebus-software.com

No pricing information was available on the provider’s web site, requiring a 

demo and sales call.

Sohnar Traffic www.sohnar.com

No pricing information was available on the provider’s web site, requiring a 

demo and sales call.

Studio Manager www.studio-manager.com

Used by many creative businesses, Studio Manager offers some unique fea-

tures that are not found in other project management systems. For example, 

it offers the ability to create standardized email or printed communication. 

It also offers some features that might leave one scratching their heads…for 

example, it gives users the ability to input Purchase Orders for items such a 

printing, etc., yet the system does not integrate directly with QuickBooks or 

other financial software, so this information would have to be re-keyed into 

another application anyway. Studio Manager is also built on the FileMaker 

Pro platform, requiring additional hardware and software in order to use it.

Price for five (5) users $1,595.00, plus $2,499.00 for a dedicated server, 

 $1,000.00 for FileMaker Pro (5 users)
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BibliographyProject Management Systems for the Creative Industry (continued)

Studiometry www.oranged.net

This project management system is actually two-in-one if purchased with Ac-

counted, the developer’s billing and invoicing option. Studiometry integrates 

with programs that most creative business owners (working on Mac platform) 

use on a daily basis, including iCal for scheduling and Address Book for contact 

management. Studiometry allows for tracking time and expenses, and even in-

tegrates with a full fledged accounting program. An iPhone app is also available 

for Studiometry, as well as Premium support plans for an additional charge.

Price for five (5) users $925.00, plus

 $79.00 for Accounted single-license

TimeFox www.functionfox.com

At one time this was an industry standard project, time and billing manage-

ment software used by many advertising and design firms. Its features have 

been stripped down for the web-based solution, but it still has many benefits. 

The strength of this system lies in its reporting functionality…colorful charts 

visually represent at a glance project budgets and billings to date, while many 

easy to read reports can be generated for staff and scheduling meetings. From 

a user interface perspective, TimeFox is not customizable with a creative firm’s 

logo or color scheme. Likewise, data entered into the system is unable to be 

exported to other programs should the user decide to switch project manage-

ment systems.

Price for five (5) users $594.00 per year  

Workamajig www.workamajig.com

An all-in-one solution for project, time and knowledge management, Worka-

majig is overkill for most small- to medium-sized creative businesses. It is 

capable of customer relationship management (CRM) as well as estimating, 

billing and full-fledged accounting. It is promoted as being the perfect solu-

tion for firms from 10 to 400 employees.

Price for 10 users $380.00 per month, or

 $4,560.00 per year
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