Pivot & Focus

C A S E S T U DY

Designing Your Firm’s Future

A Succession Story
By Mike Plotnick

Leadership succession is a formidable challenge for every
A/E/C organization. It’s a rite of passage that involves
identifying and enlisting the individual(s) who will usher a
firm into the future.
There’s no common blueprint for passing the leadership torch
to the next generation. Some firms choose a traditional path as
founders retire and successors are named. Others take a less
conventional approach, embracing a broader leadership platform.
When Krueck Sexton Partners (KSP) announced its new name
and expanded leadership team in September 2020, it was the
culmination of a succession planning process that began nearly
a decade ago.
“We published the firm’s first-ever strategic plan in 2012, which
really set the foundation for everything that followed,” says
Thomas Jacobs, AIA, LEED BD+C, co-managing partner of the
40-person, Chicago-based practice. Jacobs and co-founders Ron
Krueck, FAIA, and Mark Sexton, FAIA, started exploring several
scenarios for the next generation of leadership.

Expanding Impact
KSP was founded in 1979 as Krueck + Sexton Architects.
Throughout its history, the firm had operated as a traditional
design studio, with its four partners making every decision—from
what projects it pursued to where people sat in the office. The
partners sought to expand their leadership team and allocate
management responsibilities among a broader group.
“What ultimately made the decision fairly easy was that we
identified five long-term employees whose combined talents
are much greater than what might be considered a perfect
individual partner,” Jacobs says.
Not only did the approach provide several high-performing
associate principals with career-growth opportunities, but it
broadened the collective expertise the firm could bring to
its clients.
“The diversity of perspectives is something we all felt was
very important, especially in today’s business and marketing
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environment,” Jacobs says. “In fact, I think the need for more
partnerships has never been more important than it is today.”
After considering several potential firm names to reflect the
expanded partnership platform, the team ultimately selected
Krueck Sexton Partners because it retained the founders’ names
and referenced the collaborative culture that’s a hallmark of its
design approach. “Two people partnered together to start this
firm, and we wanted to formalize that model as something that
we don’t think should ever change,” says Jacobs.
Each new partner is charged with overseeing one of five new
strategic initiatives: operations, technology, empowerment, the
future, and environment. Every employee gets to choose one of
these groups, which meet weekly and report to the entire staff on
a rotating basis during KSP’s weekly Friday Forum gatherings.
“Architecture is a team sport and you need every single
person—whether they’re fresh out of school or they’ve been
practicing for 40 years,” says Jacobs. “I think we’re incredibly
fortunate because there are a number of people who already
act like they own the firm.”

Communicating the Shift
As part of the leadership expansion, the practice also added a
controller and director of marketing and communications to work
hand in hand with the partners in support of the firm’s strategic
growth goals.
Marjanne Pearson, founder and chief of Talentstar, served as an
advisor to the partners on strategy and direction. She worked
closely with Linda Wallack, who functioned as an interim director
of marketing and communications, to activate the process as
well as the marketing and business development strategy.
Jonas Foster, Associate AIA, Industry IIDA, who joined
KSP as director of marketing and communications in
July 2020, guided the development of messaging and
materials to announce the new KSP brand experience to
clients, employees, and others. He developed a six-week
implementation and execution plan to maximize the impact
and awareness of the announcement.
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“Originally, the firm had planned to produce a
traditional mailer, but because of COVID-19,
we pivoted that strategy to embrace the
digital ecosystem,” he says. The multifaceted
campaign included a video, e-blast, PR, and
social media outreach.
Before announcing the changes externally,
Foster convened a series of internal staff
forums so employees could hear about them
first. “Everyone has embraced our evolution
from a founder’s firm to a partnership practice
and what it means to be a brand ambassador
for the firm,” he says. The video was a unique
opportunity for KSP to promote its values
of inclusivity and diversity by featuring all
employees in the overall message.
KSP collaborated with Span, a Chicago-based
branding studio, to develop its new logo,
website, visual identity package, and video.

Ultimately, Jacobs believes the new practice
model will increase KSP’s overall value to
clients. “We want clients to recognize that
we not only deliver traditional architectural
services, but that we can also leverage our
skills as innovators and advocates for the
benefit of the broader community, which
ultimately benefits them as well.”
Foster adds, “When most firms are
consolidating or liquidating, we’re doing the
exact opposite by investing in our talent and
business infrastructure.” By pivoting and
focusing on its employees and clients, KSP is
setting itself up for long-term success. ■

Editor’s note: Marjanne Pearson appears with
Brien McDaniel in our feature, “Eyes on the Future:
Making Big Moves,” on page 40.

Case Study Contributors
Jonas Foster, Associate AIA,
Industry IIDA
Director of Marketing &
Communications
KSP

MARKETER DECEMBER 2020

Designed by Krueck Sexton
Partners, the Spertus Institute for
Jewish Learning and Leadership in
Chicago, IL, fosters community and
transparency within the organization
and is also used for revenuegenerating event rentals. Photo by
Hall + Merrick.
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