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Executive Summary
When consulting firms look to grow their revenues, 
they often place responsibility on their consultants 
for driving that growth. While that responsibility is 
expected at the highest levels in the firm, it must be 
shared further down the client service team in order 
to meet ambitious growth targets.

To achieve this, it is necessary to develop sales 
capabilities earlier in a consultant’s tenure than the 
natural process of ‘apprenticeship’ will allow. While 
there is plenty of evidence that this can be done, and 
that it will lead to increased business performance, 
management consultants have unique strengths and 
weaknesses when it comes to business development. 
At Imparta we have developed seven insights 
into the specific challenges involved in training 
consultants to sell:

1. Many consultants see their primary function as 
client service, and resist the notion of selling;

2. Consultants often over-prepare for sales 
meetings, relying on analysis and expertise 
instead of dialogue;

3. Day to day, consultants are focused on service 
delivery and miss business development 
opportunities;

4. Consultants are less aware of their client’s 
business than they think they are;

5. Consultants may lack experience in engaging 
senior stakeholders in a sales context;

6. Consultants will only adopt sales techniques if 
they are catchy and practical;

7. Sales coaching is crucial but is often counter-
cultural.

This white paper explores these challenges in more 
detail and provides insight into how to overcome 
them, based on Imparta’s extensive experience in the 
professional services sector.
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Are your consultants driving growth?
Consulting firms frequently face the challenge 
of how to assign responsibility for winning new 
business. While ultimate accountability for revenue 
and profit usually rests with a partner or practice 
area lead, it is the population immediately below 
this (typically at the Managing Consultant level) that 
is often expected to undertake the most proactive 
sales generation activity.

Enabling this activity can be problematic. As a 
result, a number of the larger consulting firms have 
formalised the bid process around a dedicated 
team, tasked with leading that firm’s response to 
RFPs. There are two important points to make in 
regard to this approach.

First, the perception of risk by any prospective 
client will always be centred primarily on the degree 
of confidence they have in the bid team’s ability to 
solve their problem; but, no matter how capable it 
is, the bid team cannot be successful in isolation.

Second, this approach relies entirely on the issuance 
of an RFP. While the bid manager may maintain 
contact with the client after winning the contract, it 
is the delivery team that has the best opportunity 
to generate incremental revenue – or to generate 
referrals to other organisations – by identifying 
other areas of need or pain within a client’s 
business.

Consultancies will therefore always benefit from 
developing the sales capabilities of their consultant 
population, but achieving this does present 
specific challenges. Based on our experience of 
successfully deploying sales capability programmes 
in the consulting industry, Imparta has developed a 
framework of seven insights to help understand  
what these failure points are and how best to 
overcome them.

1  Many consultants see their primary function 
as client service and resist the notion of selling

Consultants (and other professionals) often regard 
sales as something that goes against the client 
service ethos. Instead, it can be seen as driving your 
own agenda:

“I have something I want you to buy and so I’m 
going to persuade you to buy it.”

Yet it is client-centricity that builds effective  
sales capabilities (for all industries, not just 
consulting). Your consultants might not readily  
self-identify as salespeople, but they will readily 
identify as trusted advisors.

By showing them that the most effective approach 
to selling is to earn the trust of their clients, and to 
bring them insights into their challenges and the 
potential solutions, we are able to overcome the 
resistance to selling.

Indeed, by focusing on the client’s own decision 
process, we are able to position selling as another 
form of advice: helping the client to identify 
and quantify their needs, generate and assess 
alternative solutions, identify and alleviate risks, 
manage internal stakeholders and facilitate a timely 
decision. This client-centric approach offers the 
best of both worlds: it is a highly effective and 
ethical approach to business development.

2  Consultants often over-prepare for sales 
meetings, relying on analysis and expertise 
instead of dialogue

Consultants are usually experts in a given field, 
and their sense of self-esteem and motivation 
is commonly built around this. Although asking 
questions is a core part of a consultant’s skill-set 
during a project, in the stressful situation of a sales 
meeting, many consultants seek comfort in running 
through pre-prepared insights rather than engaging 
the client in a true dialogue. 
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Delivering on promises 

Account and relationship planning

Uncovering new opportunities

Becoming a Trusted Advisor

Prospecting and account entry

Understanding the client’s business

Creating insight

Building momentum

Quantifying value

Qualifying opportunities

Identifying buying criteria

Creating a pitch strategy

Presenting solutions

Stakeholder management

Handling concerns

Identifying and alleviating risks

(reduce loss to doing nothing)

Negotiating

Improving value through gives and gets

Securing the decision

While preparation is clearly of vital importance to the success of sales meetings, so is asking good 
questions to guide clients on their journey through the Buying Cycle.

WHAT IS ‘THE BUYING CYCLE’?
The decision to purchase any product or service 
typically moves through an escalating process that 
enables the right decision to be made.

That process starts with an ‘Awareness of Need’: 
an acknowledgement that something could 
(potentially) be improved or is in need of fixing.

It then moves to the ‘Assessment of Alternatives’ 
stage, where the possible options are evaluated, 
including the possibility of doing nothing.

Once a ‘Decision’ to act has been made, the 
client seeks to ‘Alleviate the Risks’ associated 
with making that decision before then moving to 
implementation, otherwise known as ‘Achievement 
of Results’.

Recognising where the client is in their buying 
process is critical in being able to influence and 
support any client through each stage, and thus 
build Trusted Advisor relationships.

The nature of the ideal question varies through the 
Buying Cycle, but the more questions we ask, the 
more likely we are to be able to understand what is 
really going on, and the more likely it is that buy-in 
will be achieved.

You can overcome a natural resistance to asking 
sales questions by putting consultants into the 
stressful situation of a sales meeting (either 
simulated or real), and building the ‘muscle memory’ 
of what to ask and how to ask it at each stage of 
the Buying Cycle.
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3  Day to day, consultants are focused on service 
delivery and miss business development 
opportunities

Implementation usually means working extensively 
at a client’s site, giving the consultant ample 
opportunity to identify other areas where a client’s 
operation could be improved. They will typically 
engage with many other stakeholders in the client’s 
business – not just within the functional area that  
the project is centred on. It is also often the case  
that solving one area of inefficiency highlights 
inefficiency elsewhere.

All of these instances represent golden opportunities 
to identify the next project, but, if the consultant 
is solely focused on delivery, these opportunities 
are easily missed. Overcoming this failing is about 
creating both push and pull mechanisms to drive 
proactivity during this phase.

The consultant can be incentivised to identify new 
projects using push mechanisms, for example, reward 
or recognition structures. While this might seem 
like an obvious approach, it is surprising how often 
we see consulting firms with revenue recognition 
structures that actively discourage cross-selling from 
one consulting area into another.

Pull mechanisms are activities like Value Chain 
analyses that the consultant will naturally undertake 
during the delivery phase that can also be used 
as a way of identifying new projects. By showing 
consultants how these activities can also be used to 
identify new revenue opportunities, you can naturally 
‘pull’ the consultant to build their pipeline.

4 Consultants are less aware of their client’s 
business than they think they are

Consultancies are typically structured around 
practice areas, meaning that a consultant’s career 
development trends more towards narrow and deep 
than broad and general. This often benefits the 
client, who places a high value on this expertise, 
but it can lead to blind spots in the consultant’s 
understanding of their clients’ businesses. 

This can be overcome by showing the consultant 
where their knowledge gaps are (in a non-
threatening way) and then providing them with tools 
they can use to increase their understanding.

Chief among these tools is a version of the Value 
Chain analysis, which maps a client’s needs in a 
step-by-step manner, exploring the key performance 
indicators, challenges and wider goals for each 
function. It then identifies areas where the client may 
need external support.

We also find that when an opportunity is put out  
to tender, helping consultants to explore the  
client’s decision criteria gives them another  
powerful way to understand what is really going  
on inside their business.

5 Consultants often lack experience in engaging 
senior stakeholders in a sales context

We frequently see consultancy businesses assigning 
client (and thus revenue) responsibility to Managing 
Consultants, or staff at an equivalent level of 
seniority. Consultants at this level will typically be 8 
to 12 years into their career, and, although they will 
be veterans of numerous project implementations, 
they will have been largely focused on delivering 
projects rather than managing clients.

As a result, many consultants will not have had the 
opportunity to develop the skills necessary to engage 
with stakeholders at a more senior level. If they have, 
it will tend to be in the context of an engagement 
rather than a ‘sales meeting’. It is also worth noting 
that as the level of seniority the consultant is 
engaging with rises, so the value of deep and narrow 
specialist knowledge typically falls. Being able to 
relate to the client’s broader business issues is key  
to showing how your own specialist knowledge,  
and that of your whole firm, can help them resolve 
these issues.

This gap, a frequent inhibitor to business 
development, can be overcome by providing 
consultants with the right vocabulary to engage with 
senior people and encouraging them to adopt their 
client’s perspective, to see things from their position 
and to think first as a C-level executive will think.

The other key attribute they need to develop is 
courage. Few management consultants fall to the 
left of the diagram below, but many firms have too 
many ‘Friendly Helpers’: consultants who are great 
at executing an engagement, but less willing and/or 
able to challenge senior stakeholders as an equal.
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6 Consultants will only adopt sales techniques  
if they are catchy and practical

Many sales capability initiatives in consultancy 
businesses fail because they are either overly 
complex or over-engineered.

The problem is not one of intellect but rather of 
time. Anything that requires too much time to 
complete, that is another step to undertake on top 
of everything else, or that is contrived to the point 
that its value is not immediately apparent will simply 
be left at the office while the consultant focuses on 
meeting their deadlines.

To that end, successful sales capability programmes 
in consulting environments must have tools, 
methodologies and skills that are simple to 
implement, that fit naturally into the existing work 
flow and that have immediately apparent value to 
the consulting process.

7 Coaching is crucial but is often  
counter-cultural

Our experience is that most senior managers, 
usually practice area leads, do not spend much 
(if any) time in a coaching capacity with the 
consultants in their teams. Where joint meetings 
do take place, we frequently see the more 
senior consultant taking the lead with the junior 
consultant simply observing. This is mainly because 
responsibility for managing the client tends to 
default up the chain of seniority rather than down. 

This is what we mean when we say that coaching is 
counter-cultural.

Changing behaviour is always hard, and the success 
of coaching in supporting change is rooted in its 
focus on the way that people perform. The driver 
of successful coaching is the manager’s ability 
to understand, based on observation, how the 
individual currently works and what it is they should 
do differently in order to improve. This requires 
the manager to be present with their direct reports 
at least some of the time, so that the more senior 
member of staff can observe and provide support 
over time to gently code a different way of working.

The solution to this problem is made up of three 
parts: recognising the need to build coaching skills 
among the senior management population, holding 
those managers to account for gaining those skills 
and, finally, ensuring that the systems, processes 
and structures in the firm do not prevent effective 
coaching from happening.

Next steps
Imparta is committed to supporting professional 
service firms to achieve ambitious growth targets. 
We would be happy to discuss these insights with 
you in more depth, and to hear about your own 
specific experiences and challenges.

Please feel free to contact the team on:  
+44 (0) 20 7610 8800 or  
email info@imparta.com  |
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Pushy Salesperson
“Have I got a deal 

for YOU!”

Do the Deal
“I just need to ask you  

some questions...”

Business Partner
“We create this as equals - 

you value my insight.”

Friendly Helper
“We will do whatever  

you want!”
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