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Managing Difficult Client Relationship
ICF International

VALUE / SCOPE Contract retention and expansion

SITUATION

While leading a Network Transformation Program for the Commonwealth of Virginia, I faced a challenging client situation.

The program's objective was to modernize the state's voice and network infrastructure under a Firm Fixed Price (FFP)

contract that included statewide operations and maintenance (O&M;). A key pain point involved legacy PBX voice switches

across the state's acute care hospitals. These systems were end-of-life and unsupported, but replacement and upgrades

were explicitly out of scope. My responsibility was limited to maintaining functionality using available third-party parts — a

temporary and unsustainable solution. During one meeting, the Director of IT, who reported to the State CIO, became very

confrontational, demanding that I replace the switches under the current contract. He aggressively challenged me, asking,

'What are you going to do when a hospital can't make a call and the media is asking you why?'

TASK

My task was to de-escalate a hostile client relationship, maintain contractual integrity, and find a viable path forward that

addressed the State's operational risk while staying within the business and financial constraints of the agreement.

ACTION

Initially, I responded bluntly — acknowledging that if such an event occurred, we would both be accountable. While my

response was honest, it reinforced the need for a more constructive, solution-oriented approach. Recognizing the

importance of rebuilding trust, I committed to the Director that I would return with several viable, costed solutions. Over the

next several weeks, I engaged technical teams and vendors to analyze modernization options. I developed three

comprehensive replacement strategies: (1) Verizon Hosted Centrex Solution, (2) Soft-switch deployment, and (3) VOIP

solution with scalability options. I created cost scenarios, migration milestones, and site prioritization plans to help the

State make informed decisions. This reframed the engagement from a dispute to a collaborative problem-solving effort that

aligned with the State's budget and risk posture.

RESULT

Through persistence and transparent communication, I rebuilt trust with the Director and the CIO's office. Over six months

and several difficult meetings, the State approved and funded upgrades at five hospital sites, out of a total of sixty.

Outcomes included: $750K in new revenue in the first year, $13K in recurring monthly revenue (MRR), and a 5% reduction

in overall ticket volume across the hospital network. In hindsight, I recognized that by thinking beyond the immediate

contract boundaries, I could have identified the broader opportunity across all 60 sites earlier, potentially expanding

revenue and customer value even further.

LEADERSHIP PRINCIPLES DEMONSTRATED

• Customer Obsession: I listened deeply to the client's concerns,

prioritized their operational risk, and delivered tailored solutions that met their business needs. • Earn Trust: By pivoting

from a defensive stance to proactive problem-solving, I re-established credibility and a cooperative working relationship. •
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Ownership: I took responsibility for resolving the issue even though it was outside the contractual scope, ensuring both the

customer's and company's reputations were protected. • Dive Deep: I thoroughly analyzed legacy systems, contract

limitations, and modernization alternatives to present realistic solutions. • Think Big: Although initially focused on scope

control, the experience reinforced the importance of identifying long-term growth opportunities beyond the immediate task.

• Deliver Results: Successfully drove measurable financial and operational improvements while resolving a difficult client

situation.

Condensed (2-Minute Spoken Version)

While leading a Network Transformation Program for the Commonwealth of Virginia, I faced a difficult client when the

Director of IT demanded I replace legacy PBX systems that were out of contract scope. He was confrontational and

questioned how I'd respond if hospital phones failed. Initially, I replied that we'd both be accountable, but then I shifted

gears and took ownership to rebuild trust. I developed three modernization options with cost scenarios — Verizon Hosted

Centrex, Soft-switch, and VOIP — and presented migration plans aligned with their budget. After six months, the State

approved five hospital upgrades, generating $750K in new revenue, $13K MRR, and reducing tickets by 5%. The

experience reinforced key lessons in Customer Obsession, Ownership, and Thinking Big — focusing not only on solving

immediate challenges but also on long-term value creation.
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