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DIALOGUES WITH DESIGNERS © 
 
A simple format to understand complex problems regarding management in design studios. 
 
CHAPTER 4 
 
Where the financial situation of the studio becomes clear, and a decision is necessary: 
Do we move forward or we step back. 
 
Numbers don’t bite, they just provide valuable information (if we know how to organize 
it) 
By Fernando Del Vecchio.  
November 2009 
Translation: Vanessa Rodriguez Almonte. 
April 2010 
 
Note:  this is a fictitious conversation since I never record meetings with clients. However, 
they represent doubts present on a daily basis in the professional practice of designers that 
manage their own Design Studio, as well as those who work independently. 
 
 

 
 
How can “numbers” be related to design? 
 
What is the importance of knowing “numbers” resulting from our activity? 
 
One of the difficulties of any new company (design studio, in this case) is to achieve a 
sustained income flow for the project to survive. This income flow is obtained by charging 
services performed and delivered to satisfied clients. 
 
Another difficulty of any new company (design studio in this case), is to achieve maintaining 
the commitment of the partners to keep the venture alive. 
 
Commitment is achieved by keeping strength and will to keep on going, despite difficulties; 
income flow provides survival. If the commitment is lost, the income flow suffers (even if this 
doesn’t happen right away).   
 
One way of building commitment is knowing clearly the situation (financial and economical 
results) of the studio, with the intention of taking important decisions. 
 
On the road of thinking about the project of your own design studio, getting it started and 
obtain the first achievements or financial benefits, we find ourselves with problems we had 
not thought of, with the need to incorporate and develop skills we did not have. Launching a 
project is a continuous learning process. 
 
“Numbers” is the way how many designers call the economical and financial result of their 
studio, is one of the activities to understand as a part of that learning process. 
 
 

 
 
Pablo and Soledad are graphic designers and have decided to form a partnership to start a 
design studio. 
 
They have been working together for almost three months and have started to realize some 
difficulties they did not have before, when they worked independently or in a dependant 
relationship on a studio. 
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The studio offices are located in Pablo’s house, since – due to the current income level – it 
has been impossible to rent a different work space.  
 
 

 
 
Fernando: - Good morning.   
 
Pablo: - Hello Fernando. We have lots of things to talk with you. 
 
Soledad: - Yes. From the moment we talked about the studio as a person (legal) apart from 
us… the truth is we never thought of it that way. I don’t know, it’s as if you changed the 
project’s perspective a lot. 
 
Fernando: - But, a change in what direction? 
  
Soledad: - Positive! Actually, it is as if we were able to think about a design studio and not 
only two designers without a north1...  
 
Fernando: - Excellent. Did you get a chance to discuss the current situation regarding clients, 
incomes, outcomes, etc? Ultimately, all items I asked you to bring to take a closer look. 
 
Pablo: - Yes. Starting from what we talked about the other day, we were analyzing numbers 
to set them in black and white2. The situation is this: my monthly incomes rise to three 
thousand seven hundred and fifty pesos, with five clients with whom I have a fixed monthly 
fee agreement. The detail discriminated by client is the one you see written here (pulls a 
piece of paper with the information from his pocket). 
 
Soledad: - And my income, with the three current clients I have, rises to three thousand five 
hundred pesos. The problem is that one of those clients, the smallest that provides me one 
thousand pesos per month, stops working with me next month. The rest of the clients… one 
pays one thousand two hundred pesos and the other one, one thousand three hundred pesos.  
 
Fernando: - And the fee agreement is similar to Pablo’s, fixed monthly?  
 
Soledad: - Yes, it is.  
 
Fernando: - What about costs?  
 
Pablo: - Well, the other day we said that fortunately we don’t pay rent, because we work at 
my house, so expenses – that we split halfway – sum up to one thousand nine hundred pesos, 
approximately. 
 
Fernando: - Do you have monthly expenses detailed? 
 
Pablo: - No, I did not bring it. But it is more or less what I’m saying… one thousand nine 
hundred, between telephone, internet costs, plus costs for shipping work to clients, 
transportation to go to interviews… 
 
Fernando: - Meaning, to make the situation graphic, the income and outcome chart looks 
more or less like this: 
 

                                                
1 Expression related to the sense of having a clear direction professionally. 
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Chart 1 
 

 Soledad Pablo  

Income    

Client 1 1000 500 

Client 2 1300 600 

Client 3 1200 600 

Client 4  1000 

Client 5  1000 

Total Income 3500 3700 

   

Outcome  950 950 

   

I – O 2550 2750 

 
Soledad: - What is “I – O”?  
 
Fernando: - “Incomes minus outcomes”… it’s your monthly pocket money, considering what 
you earn and what you pay. It can also be called “cash flow”. Is the chart accurate? 
 
Both: - Yes.  
 
Fernando: - The fact that the studio doesn’t pay rent, means Pablo doesn’t have top ay rent? 
 
Soledad: - What? Of course he does! And pretty expensive too… 
 
Pablo: - I don’t know…, actually I suggested Soledad the idea to come work to my house, and 
that is how the possibility of turning this into a studio came up. 
 
Fernando: - I’m not saying Soledad has to pay for something yet… we are headed in that 
direction, but don’t get ahead of yourself. 
  
Soledad: - Yes, for a couple of months after I quit my non dependent work relationship, I was 
working from my house… after that I had to move into a smaller apartment – where I am now 
– where I can’t receive any client. Before I used to pay a two thousand five hundred rent. 
Luckily I can work here with Pablo. 
 
Fernando: - And how much are you paying now?  
 
Soledad: - But how is that related to this? 
 
Fernando: - Fundamentally related, because – even though we are talking of partners and the 
studio as different people, the fact is that, for the moment, you two are working in an 
independent way, even if you believe you are part of a design studio. But the loss of a client 
from your portfolio affects you and this studio project in every aspect. 
 
Soledad: - I understand. 
 
Fernando: - Returning to the previous subject, since the studio operates from this address, it 
is the studio who “should” pay rent for the space it uses to pursue it’s activities. Meaning, the 
rent Pablo pays for this house rises up to… 
 
Pablo: - One thousand eight hundred pesos… 
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Fernando: - One thousand eight hundred pesos that only Pablo pays, for studio activities of 
which both of you are part of. Here, we would have to see, really, what is the amount of 
money Soledad should contribute as a partner of the studio, to pay the rent. 
 
Soledad: - … 
 
Fernando: - To take this to a much more detailed level, I would like for each of you to count, 
in a rough way, what is the amount of money each spends to live monthly. 
 
Pablo: - Well… I don’t know. I can’t save anything, so I would say three thousand seven 
hundred pesos I earn monthly are enough to live. 
 
Soledad: - I have a nine hundred and fifty pesos rent, and like Pablo, at the end I can’t save 
anything. With the income reduction I will experience next month, I will have to make many 
adjustments. 
 
Fernando: - So, up to today, the situation chart is the following: 
 
Chart 2 
 

 Soledad Pablo  

Income    

Client 1 1000 500 

Client 2 1300 600 

Client 3 1200 600 

Client 4  1000 

Client 5  1000 

   

Total Income 3500 3700 

   

Outcome    

Studio Expenses 950 950 

Personal Rent 950 1800 

   

Total Outcome 1900 2750 

   

I – O 1600 950 

   

Costs  1600 950 

Savings 0 0 

 
Pablo: - Now I realize where all those new outfits are coming from (laughter)… you spend one 
thousand seven hundred pesos per month in… 
 
Soledad: - Well, it is my money, right? 
 
Fernando: - Let’s see the following. Pablo pays rent of… 
 
Pablo: - One thousand eight hundred pesos per month.  
 
Fernando: - And you pay expenses half way, all nine thousand and fifty pesos each pays, what 
does that include?  
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Pablo: - As I said before, we decided to share telephone, internet and other usual expenses 
we usually have to send clients material, transportation when we have an interview or 
presentation… nothing else. 
 
Fernando: - Let’s see the following: you work approximately… how many hours as a design 
studio at Pablo’s place per month? 
 
Soledad: - More or less ten hours… between eight and ten hours daily. 
 
Fernando: - Five days a week? Six? 
 
Soledad: - From Monday to Friday only. Sometimes I work Saturdays from my place… 
 
Fernando: - Ok, but let’s calculate on a nine hours per day basis, twenty business days per 
month. That gives us 180 hours per month over a total of – average – thirty days per twenty 
four hours… seven hundred and twenty hours. The percentage use of the studio rises then to a 
twenty five percent of the total of monthly hours. That being, twenty five percent of the paid 
rent should be assumed by the studio. How much is this? Four hundred and fifty pesos. 
Divided by two, two hundred and twenty five pesos.  
 
Soledad: - I never liked numbers… but I think what you are about to say I’m going to like even 
less. Meaning, now I am not only in a scenario where I have one less client, but also I’m going 
to have to pay part of the studio’s rent… 
 
Pablo: - We haven’t looked at the numbers yet, don’t worry. 
 
Fernando: - This is not for you to get worried; I’m only trying to make you understand the 
situation. And it is the following, considering nothing changes, only adjustments we have 
discussed here, that only affect Soledad: 
 
Chart 3  

 Soledad Pablo  

Income    

Client 1 0 500 

Client 2 1300 600 

Client 3 1200 600 

Client 4  1000 

Client 5  1000 

Total Income 2500 3700 

   

Outcome    

Studio Expenses 950 950 

Studio Rent 225 225 

Total Outcome 1175 1175 

   

I – O 1325 2525 

   

Personal Rent 950 1350 

Costs  1600 950 

   

Cash Flow -1225 225 

 
Soledad: - I want to kill myself… (laughter)  
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Fernando: - Your situation is the following: with your lost client, and the contribution you 
need to provide the studio as a space rent, taking consideration of your current expenses… 
your monthly deficit is of one thousand two hundred and twenty five pesos. 
 
Pablo: - Complicated… 
 
Fernando: - On the other hand, Pablo’s situation is different, since from what we have 
considered, his situation changes: before he didn’t have anything to spare, and now he gets 
two hundred and twenty five pesos monthly for extra expenses. 
 
Soledad: - Good for you… now you can buy new pants… you haven’t taken those off in four 
months (laughter). 
 
Fernando: - Anyways, I would like to present you the next chart, where you see an accurate 
reflection of the same result, but taking under consideration you form a design studio: 
 
 
Chart 4   
 

 Studio    Soledad Pablo  

Income    Income 1325 2525 

Client 1 500     

Client 2 600  Outcome    

Client 3 600  Rent 950 1350 

Client 4 1000  Expenses 1600 950 

Client 5 1000  Total Outcome 2550 2300 

Client 6 1300     

Client 7 1200  Cash flow -1225 225 

Total Income 6200     

      

Outcome       

Pablo  2525     

Soledad 1325     

Rent  450     

Expenses  1900     

Total Outcome 6200     

      

Cash flow 0     

 
Soledad: - Nothing changes… 
 
Fernando: - Numbers don’t change… 
 
Soledad: - So?  
 
Fernando: - What you can see is the following: The studio has a monthly income, starting next 
month, of six thousand two hundred pesos. This, taking in consideration a studio shaped by 
seven clients. 
 
Pablo: - The clients are the studio’s, and not of whoever brought them in… 
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Fernando: - We can start to think of it like that. But if we continue considering that each one 
of you keeps collecting the service of their previous clients, taking into consideration the 
expenses you have informed me and the rent the studio pays in your house, then the studio 
would be paying Pablo a total amount of two thousand five hundred pesos…  
 
Pablo: - Why?  
 
Fernando: - Look at the chart: income from your previous clients sum up to three thousand 
seven hundred pesos, minus nine hundred and fifty pesos on expenses and two hundred and 
twenty five pesos for the studio’s rent. In Soledad’s case, taking into consideration her 
income of two thousand five hundred pesos for her previous two clients, minus nine hundred 
and fifty pesos on expenses and two hundred and twenty five pesos for rent… the studio 
would be paying her a total amount of one thousand three hundred and twenty five pesos. 
 
Soledad: - There is the explanation for the one thousand two hundred and twenty five pesos 
per month to maintain the personal expenses level I keep to date. 
 
Fernando: - And the explanation of the two hundred and twenty five pesos for surplus that 
Pablo would have starting next month. 
 
Soledad: - OK. 
 
Fernando: - What we’ve done so far, is only to clear the studio’s and personal accounts, 
starting next month. And it is like this, unless you decide differently.  
 
Soledad: - Differently how? 
 
Fernando: - If you’re aiming for this studio project to become a studio, then it is possible you 
decide to make a different balance regarding the tasks division, coordination, your level of 
income distribution, your savings projection to renovate equipment, to search for a work 
space outside of Pablo’s house… etc. 
 
Pablo: - How would that be?  
 
Fernando: - Let’s look at the last chart once again. I ask you, Pablo: the kind of work you’re 
doing for your previous clients, today the studio’s clients, is something that Soledad can do? 
 
Pablo: - Yes, in fact, she has helped me in several opportunities… when she has free time… 
what happens a lot lately (laughter). 
 
Soledad: - Yes, and more than once we have worked only for his clients, for some urgent 
delivery. 
 
Fernando: - The reason why I am asking is this: now that you start looking at clients as the 
studio’s clients, and have worked together as if the clients were no longer from one or the 
other, I believe the way to integrate two professionals such as you two into one entity, the 
studio, is defining an income level (that the studio pays each of you) according to the kind of 
work each of you does. That amount of money can be equal for each of the partners. 
 
Pablo: - OK.  
 
Fernando: - This chart is only a possibility.  
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Chart 5 
 

 Studio    Soledad Pablo  

Income    Income 1925 1925 

Client 1 500     

Client 2 600  Outcome    

Client 3 600  Rent 950 1350 

Client 4 1000  Expenses 1600 950 

Client 5 1000  Total Outcome 2550 2300 

Client 6 1300     

Client 7 1200  Cash flow -625 -375 

Total Income 6200     

      

Outcome       

Pablo  1925     

Soledad 1925     

Rent  450     

Expenses  1900     

Total Outcome 6200     

      

Cash Flow 0     

 
 
Fernando: - Here we see that, parting from the studio’s monthly income of six thousand two 
hundred pesos, considering costs of operation and space rent, if you define that both of you 
bring the same amount of effort and dedication, then the studio can pay each of you one 
thousand nine hundred twenty five pesos. 
 
Pablo: - And I need to make adjustments in my personal expenses. 
 
Fernando: - The studio needs to make adjustments as well… because there isn’t a peso left. 
 
Soledad: - And me too, although less tan before… 
 
Fernando: - Exactly, but this is only a possibility for you to study. Besides, keep in mind that 
this calculation is just a picture, where the potential income level is viewed, if nothing 
changes. Meaning, in case you keep the same amount of clients with the same level of 
incomes and costs. What we need to do in another opportunity is to project the cash flow 
(monthly income minus outcome) through several months, to see how and how much should 
the income increase to support the natural growth of the studio. 
 
Soledad: - I don’t understand what is that of natural growth… 
 
Fernando: - Further along the way we will see that, for now what you should consider is, if 
you wish to purchase or renew equipment, there appears to be no money… 
 
Soledad: - I do have some savings… 
 
Fernando: - That is personal money, not the studio’s. 
 
Pablo: - That is correct… the money needs to come from the studio’s work and activities. 
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Soledad: - Well, after this reality punch we’ve had today, I think it is better for us to go and 
have some insightful reflection (laughter). 
  
Fernando: - I hope this reflection does not include stepping back… going backwards with the 
idea of the design studio. 
 
Pablo: - No, not at all. At least I am sure that, despite the numbers clarity, despite of the 
fact that I will need to adjust my expenses a lot to surface this shared situation, the project 
continues.  
 
Soledad: - Me too. 
 
Fernando: - I’m happy for both of you. See you next time. 
 


