
This book is a tribute to the exceptional individual and intellect 
who most influenced my professional development.  
As I experimented, scrutinised, analysed, and struggled for new 
and better ways, William Edwin Donnelley mentored me as I 
countered conventional wisdom, demystified hocus pocus, 
and acted on convictions. 

The future of this book is dedicated to those worthy practitioners who 
constantly strive to improve their expertise and outcomes for clients. 

In exercising their professional passion, may they prosper. 
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What clients want most
I could write thousands of words on this subject. However, fundamentally, 
what clients want is: 

• leadership – your clients are silently 
begging to be led and crying out for 
your help in solving their problems 

• your clients want to be told what 
specific action to take which is in 
their interests 

• your clients want you to selectively 
sell them your services to help them 
with their problems 

• your clients want to know what you 
have done for them, and want to 
appreciate what you have done for 
them 

• your clients need you to educate 
them in the benefits you have 
achieved for them 

• your clients want to feel they are 
getting something more than “just 
the routine treatment”, and are 
getting “a little extra” 

• your clients want you to get the ball 
rolling and to lead them through 
engaging your services. 

Your clients want your expertise. 

Most of all, they want your professional 
passion applied in their interests. 
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Buyer perspectives
While each consumer of legal or other expert professional services has a 
unique set of preferences driving their buying behaviour, various groups or 
“clusters” of consumers share common characteristics. 

To forecast likely buying behaviour (and So, to get the buyer perspective on 
tailor your sales campaign accordingly) your offer, know:
consider these factors. •	 who’s making the decision 

Organisation type and size •	 how they’re making their decision 

Public sector, large corporates, private •	 what’s important to them – in rank 
companies, small business, private order. 
client – complexity of purchasing 
behaviour tends to reduce along this Different buyers seek different attributes 

continuum. – shape your offer to appeal to your 
buyer’s specific perspective. 

Nature of work 
Whether the work under consideration 
is strategic, high-risk, specialty, routine 
or commodity will have huge impact on 
the buyer’s perspective on your offer. 

Buyer sophistication or expertise 
Consider whether it’s an individual 
or corporation buying, their price 
sensitivity, their orientation to a 
“relationship” purchase, and brand 
factors. 

Be careful not to over-generalise: 
markets don’t buy – clients buy. 

16 The passionate professional – creating value, success prosperity 



The challenge of  being 
uncomplicated 
Uncomplicated is both a great attraction and a serious challenge in the 
21st century. 

Today’s successful professional has to be sophisticatedly uncomplicated: 
easy to deal with, elegant in their simplicity, attracting attention for being 
different. 

Simple, uncomplicated professionals will 
be winners. 

Clients can’t stand complicated, 
conceited, arrogant, or difficult to deal 
with professionals anymore. 

Our research indicates that 
uncomplicated interactions are one of 
the most important attributes of healthy 
professional service relationships. 
Uncomplicated professionals make for 
an uncomplicated firm. 

Clients are terrified of unnecessary 
complexity. Time poor, pressured 
people don’t want the added burden 
of negotiating their way through 
complications. 

There are professionals and firms 
who have the knack of complicating 
everything. A simple request for 
preliminary information becomes 
hard work. Prospective clients wonder 
whether a routine matter would become 
complicated and fear that a concern 
or complaint would become a 
mammoth effort. 

If a professional isn’t ultimately 
uncomplicated and easy to deal with 
prior to engagement, what chance is 
there of that changing? 

Busy clients want professional service 
relationships which are light, effective, 
agile, simple – that is, uncomplicated! 
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Make yourself  magnetic
There are sure-fire ways to make yourself magnetic to clients.  These are
 the five “Ps” of magnetism – some might call it charisma. 

• Passion – enthusiasm is infectious, 
but genuine passion for protecting 
and advancing clients’ interests will 
excite clients and attract the help you 
need from your team. 

• Preparation – know what you’re 
talking about and get yourself 
organised to say it – do your 
homework. 

• Pay attention – get the details right 
and make clients feel important and 
valued by listening closely to what 
they say and mean. 

• Pick up the pace – be articulate 
and get your message out clearly, 
succinctly, and quickly.  Getting your 
message across at a rapid pace will 
help you to look more knowledgeable, 
efficient, and in control. 

• Promote yourself – be self-confident 
but without arrogance – exude quiet 
self-confidence and believe in your 
ability. 

The most important “P” to avoid is this: 
don’t be phoney. Humans have 
well-honed phoney-ness detectors. 
Phoney-ness will bring you undone in an 
instant. 
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Acceptance and empathy 
build crucial trust 
For an expert professional, it’s often easy to see the foolishness and errors 
which have disadvantaged a client or led to an awful predicament. 

Strengthening trust with clients may •	 reassuring them of your genuine 
be undermined by: concern and ability to assist 

•	 being unduly critical •	 avoiding any temptation to remind 

•	 attacking selection of previous the client that you wouldn’t have let 
the situation develop if consulted advisers 
earlier 

•	 not taking time to hear them out. 
•	 emphasising your willingness to help. 

Communicate your acceptance and 
This way, you won’t create an 

empathy by:
impression that you think your client 

•	 respecting your client’s point of view foolish or inferior, and clear the way to 
•	 exploring the impact of the situation build strong trust as your willingness to 

on them help is put into action. 

complex interplay of: 

•	 reliability

•	

•	

you establish with your clients. 

based on these dimensions: 
•	

•	

•	

•	
commitments, and promises 

eventually 

expect and hope to be advised, if tables 
were turned. 

built on trust. 

Rather, trust grows from dynamic and 

acceptance	and	empathy

openness	and	authenticity.

How you put all these ingredients together 
determines the extent and quality of trust 

Every so often, take stock.  Evaluate 

you	say	what	you	believe

you	tell	clients	the	truth	–	the	real	story

what	you	say	is	what	you	do

Reinforce crucial trust 
Trust is absolutely key to successful and enduring client relationships.  It won’t 
be built by just doing – even if ever so well – a few of the items covered in other 
parts of this book. 

you	follow	through	on	your	offers,	

•	 you	are	tactful	and	kind	to	clients,	but	
never shy away from telling it like it is 
and giving clients bad news 

•	 you	do	not	avoid	conflicts	or	smooth	
things over only to have it all catch up 

•	 you	advise	your	client	as	you	would	

Lasting, productive client relationships are 

To earn trust, above all, be trustworthy. 







Presenting a persuasive 
service plan 
Astute, quality clients want to be persuaded that you have a 
well-devised plan to deliver service to them. 

To formulate your service plan, answer Like so many other areas, presenting 
these questions: a service plan persuasively starts with 

having a well-conceived foundation. 
•	 How will we receive instructions and 

That way, you’ll make a compelling 
get underway with the work? 

argument for the client to entrust you 
•	 What other steps will we take? with their work. 
•	 How quickly will we do it? 

•	 What else will we do about the work? 

•	 How will we track progress? 

•	 How will we report to the client? 

•	 How will we charge for it? 

•	 When will we bill and collect our 
fees? 

•	 What value added services will we 
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•	
satisfaction? 

offer – which ones at no charge, and 
which ones at additional charge? 

How will we assess our clients 



Credibility killers
Most of us realise the importance of making a good first impression. 
However, it is equally important to continue to build a positive impression 
with your client at every opportunity. 

Some of the quicker ways to lose 
credibility at pre-proposal meetings 
with clients are to: 

• not thoroughly research your client 
and the issues they are facing 

• not planning for your meeting 

• not ask questions about their 
business challenges and objectives 

• not offer any insights beyond the 
obvious 

• share privileged information about 
their competitors. 

Remember, meetings with your client 
are a great way to establish rapport and 
importantly, build valuable credibility. 

Poorly prepared proposals and 
presentations are also credibility killers. 

Whilst your meeting may have been 
successful in establishing genuine value 
in the eyes of your client, your proposal 
or presentation will be wasted effort if it 
does nothing to reinforce your message. 
Common mistakes are: 

• starting out with your firm’s history, 
overview or mission statement 

• not demonstrating that you have 
a strong understanding of their 
business and issues 

• using generic template content which 
has not been carefully tailored 

• delivering a presentation or proposal 
that’s not professional, persuasive 
and clear 

• typographical and grammatical errors 

• poor production standards. 

Careful planning of meetings, proposals, 
and presentations will ensure that you 
build … not lose … credibility at every 
step of the way. 
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Getting started on marketing 
strategy 
If you haven’t developed a clear marketing strategy, here’s a good way to get 
started. 

Do	a	competitive	SWOT	analysis	
–	strengths,	weaknesses,	opportunities,	
threats	–	honestly.
•	 List your distinctive features, benefits. 

•	 Review the implications. 

•	 Generate a practice positioning 
statement. 

•	 Agree criteria for identifying and 
prioritising target markets. 

•	 List existing and potential market 
targets and rank these. 

•	 Discuss and agree criteria for 
identifying and prioritising target 
clients. 

•	 List existing and potential clients and 
rank these. 

•	 Determine a client development and 
growth strategy for each existing 
client. 

•	 Determine a business development 
strategy for each potential client. 

This will help you to get underway. 

Strategy and planning 39 









Perceived advantage
Maybe you’re one of those fortunate professionals who has such a stand out 
service to offer that it’s clearly technically superior, demonstrably better, and 
so reported by objective analysts and high-profile “industry authorities”. 

More likely, the professional services 
you offer – while better than many –
 are neck-and-neck with alternatives. 

If you belong to the second category, 
it’s essential to work hard on perceived 
advantage. 

In the first category, you already have a 
clear advantage, but adding perceived 
advantage is always a good idea. 

Perceived	advantage	is	about	what	
happens	in	the	mind	of	prospective	
clients	and	clients.	 It results from: 

•	 branding 

•	 profile 

•	 reputation. 

A professional services firm with strong 
and distinctive brand personality, 
impressive profile, and the right 
reputation will enjoy success with even 
“average” products. Their perceived 
advantages may be sufficiently 
strong to overcome apparent service 
weaknesses, at least for a time. 
(Beware: never recommended to rely 
on marketing to paper over problems!) 

You can also develop perceived 
advantage	by	designing	and	developing	
your service delivery processes to: 

•	 more	comfortably	fit	with	clients	

•	 ease	interaction	between	your	
business	and	theirs	

•	 provide	minor	desirable	add-ons	at	
no-charge	

•	 minimise	their	concerns	

•	 mitigate	the	insecurities	and	risks	
they	perceive	in	proceeding	with	
your	service.

A better professional service may 
deserve to win over the rest, but the fact 
is that perceived advantage often wins 
the race. 

At moments of truth – the critical 
times when consumers are selecting 
the professionals with whom they will 
entrust their work – by mustering the 
most appropriate and effective business 
development behaviours, you will 
create and leverage strong perceived 
advantage. 
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Small differences matter
In competitive and highly-crowded professional services markets, even 
minor differences in service delivery or client experience can be significant 
to consumers. 

This is especially true in those service Our research also confirms that 
categories with: performance characteristics on which 

these clients base their evaluation •	 high risk 
frequently do not correlate with how 

•	 high transaction value the professionals concerned think their 
•	 high purchase frequency. 

Professionals are often too prone 
to discount client views as inexpert, 
superficial, naive, or purely price-
driven. 

Our research confirms that high 
purchase frequency clients rapidly 
develop expertise in evaluating 
professional service alternatives.  

service is and should be assessed. 

Earning and keeping a professional 
services market leadership position 
substantially depends on understanding 
how clients evaluate and rank various 
elements of your service offering and 
their consumer experience. 

Coming to grips with this will help you 
identify the small differences which 
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Those whose work is high risk and/ 

professional services experience. 

or high value, are often especially 
sensitive to the subtleties of their 

matter so you can make them work in 
your favour. 





Making great marketing 
decisions 
Like so much in life, success in marketing is largely about making good 
decisions. 

Here’s a useful framework to help you By working through this decisionmaking 
make smart marketing choices: process, you’ll improve your chances of 

•	 define the problem making optimal choices about allocation 
of scarce marketing resources. 

•	 specify your objective 

•	 develop a range of alternative 
solutions/approaches 

•	 work out the advantages, 
disadvantages, consequences, and 
impacts of each realistic alternative 

•	 evaluate the options – what are the 
risks or trade-offs involved? 

•	 select the best option 
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managed? 

•	
this? 

•	
it work? 

how can the downside risks be 

what other decisions are impacted by 

what else do we need to do to make 





Sunk investment traps
When choosing how to spend your business development time, and where 
to make further investments of effort, resources, and money, be careful not 
to fall into the traps around sunk investments. 

Sunk	investments	– or “sunk costs” 
–	are	those	past	allocations	of	time,	
money,	energy,	and	emotion	which	are	
now	irrecoverable.

It’s	easy	to	allow	current	thinking	and	
future	choices	to	be	dominated	by	past	
decisions.		Humans	have	a	strong	bias	
to	continue	to	make	decisions	which	
justify	earlier	choices,	irrespective	of	the	
validity	of	those	past	decisions.

What we’ve previously invested in 
pursuing an opportunity may be 
largely irrelevant to what we should 
do in the future. Because we’re often 
unwilling to recognise our previous 
poor decisionmaking – or, downright 
mistakes – those problems are 
perpetuated and may even proliferate. 

That is, we keep accumulating evidence 
supportive of our past decisions, and 
too often look past contrary indicators. 
We’re not good at “cutting our losses” 
and fall victim to sunk investment. 

It may be costly or difficult to 
acknowledge poor decisions earlier on. 
Colleagues may criticise. Admitting 
poor judgement or wrong decisions has 
a personal psychological cost, too. 

However, not coming to terms with 
sunk investment is a bigger problem. 
Unless you work out that it’s time to 
cut your losses and move onto the next 
opportunity, you’re destined to squander 
more time and resources and still fail. 

Not even the best professional business 
developer gets every investment 
decision right. Even really good 
decisionmaking may not produce the 
expected return. 

Once you accept that, you can move 
on and avoid the “quicksand” of sunk 
investment. 
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The big questions
Effective business development is about far more than getting work. 
It’s about getting the right opportunities to service and satisfy the 
right clients. 

Professionals need to ask these 
questions about each and every 
potential engagement: 

“go/no go” decision. 

this time. 

Strategy and planning 51 

•	

•	

•	 Is it a strategic fit? 

•	 j

•	 Am I the right professional for 
this file? 

•	

, 

Is this the right client? 

Is this the right matter? 

Can we do a good ob? 

Is it likely to yield a satisfied client? 

Then, you need to make a clear 

If the answer to any question is “no”
your answer should be “no go”





Radically different from 
(and better than) the rest
The world has changed.  Clients have changed.  Have you kept abreast? 

These ideas will work – you can use 
them to make you and your firm 
radically different from (and better than) 
many of the alternatives. 

Organise	around	clients	– rather than 
narrow, discipline-based silos, structure 
your firm around your clients and their 
interests. 

Concentrate	on	what	clients	want	
rather	than	what	you	have	to	sell.		
Know as much about your clients, 
and their needs, as you do about your 
professional discipline. 

Invest	in	clients.		Use research tools 
(surveys, interviews, focus groups, 
etcetera) and allocate resources to 
communication to acquire, retain, and 
grow clients. If you can afford only one 
marketing activity this year, do some 
quality research. 

Upskill	your	people’s	client	contact	
capabilities	as a high priority. 

Measure	what	really	matters	– develop 
metrics for the behaviours which drive 
business development – don’t confine 
measurement to fees and billable hours. 

Recognise	the	reality	of	client	control	
in	many	market	segments.		Quite 
apart from radical changes to the 
supply and demand balance in some 
areas (e.g. personal injury) tune in to 
increasingly sophisticated consumers 
in who define and manage lawyers 
work in many segments. If your clients 
are experienced consumers of expert 
professional services, chances are they’ll 
want a high degree of control over 
exactly what is done for them, and now. 

Don’t	be	prisoner	to	precedent.		Just 
because you’ve done it in a particular 
way in the past, don’t assume that’s the 
way it should be for the future. We often 
succeeded in spite – rather than because 
– of what we did. 

Open	possibilities	with	fresh	ways	of	
doing	things.		Help clients avoid the 
financial and psychological costs of 
litigation by embracing new	and	better	
models	for	dispute	resolution. 

These simple ideas may be radical to 
some – even threatening. But if you 
can opportunistically embrace this 
radicalism, you’ll put yourself ahead of 
most of the rest. 
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Do your due diligence
Effective business development for lawyers and other expert professionals 
is much more about leveraging synergies and “fit” than mere persuasion. 

Business	development	requires	time	
and	resources.		It’s	all	about	making	
good	choices	about	where	to	invest	
scarce	time,	energy,	and	financial	
resources.

Yet still we observe far too many 
lawyers running after any opportunity 
to make their sales pitch. Those same 
lawyers often complain that they’re far 
too pressured and “time-poor” to do 
any homework. 

Just like any financial investment, to 
make a sound business development 
investment, your decision should be 
based on sensible due diligence. 

And, like financial due diligence, your 
due diligence process will comprise a 
series of questions. 

•	 What are the issues the prospective 
client faces? 

•	 Do they recognise the issues? 

•	 Are there compelling reasons for the 
prospective client to take action? 

•	 How soon? Now? 

•	 Or, will they simply talk about the 
problem and live with it? 

•	 Is the issue more important to them 
now than in the past? 

•	 What are the financial, competitive, 
and compliance impacts of the 
problem? 

•	 How will your solution improve their 
situation and positively impact the 
client? 

•	 What alternatives does the 
prospective client have to engaging 
your services? 

Negative answers to these due diligence 
items are indicative that the prospective 
client may have a long way to go to 
become a client at all – let alone yours. 

Before you invest your precious time, 
energy, and resources in demonstrating 
that you’re the right professional and 
best choice, do some disciplined due 
diligence to check their need recognition 
and propensity to buy professional 
support at all, and from you. 
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Acorns grow into oak trees
With so much to do – so many opportunities deserving of business 
development energy – only rarely are professionals truly satisfied that 
they’ve done all they should. It’s the economic problem: unlimited needs 
and wants, limited means (and time) … 

When we are confronted with 
seemingly endless ways to promote 
our services and grow our client 
relationships, it can be hard knowing 
where to make a start. 

Rather than feeling overwhelmed, 
determine to make a start today. 

By chipping away at your business 
development “to do” list every day, 
just a little at a time, you can start to 
get it done and make some valuable 
progress. 

Even seemingly insignificant steps 
in the right direction, piled one upon 
another, lead to meaningful change, 
outcomes, and pay-offs.  A series of 
small, not-too-hard actions can create 
a positive ripple effect. And, that ripple 
effect can be amazing. 

Lawyers and other professionals can 
easily be so swept along by the pace of 
the day and all that is happening around 
them that they give up on making 
headway with business development. 

By making even a small step in the 
direction of a better professional future, 
you can plant an acorn today, plus 
another tomorrow, and tend them after 
that. 

Be certain that the oak trees we so 
admire today, wouldn’t be there except 
for the acorns of days before. 
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Darwin’s maxim: adaptability, 
not strength 
Clinging tenaciously to the business development and professional selling 
techniques which have served us well in the past is dangerous. As Darwin 
showed, a creature’s adaptability to changes in its environment serves 
it best. 

And so it is with selling your professional services. 

Just because you’ve succeeded thus Most of us have a deep bias to 
far doesn’t mean that you will in the conservatism: when we adopt a 
future. If circumstances – market position or arrive at an opinion, we may 
conditions, competitive dynamics, client find it difficult to adjust our view. 
requirements, practice economics, Just like Darwin’s observation of the 
consumer selection processes – have natural world, the professionals who 
changed, it’s essential to adjust your 
view if you want to continue to succeed. 

succeed and prosper over the long-term 
are adaptable. They are receptive to 

To survive and prosper professionally, new and better ways of doing things, 
you need to consider different and fresh open to new “food sources”, and exploit 
alternatives to respond to changes in each new opportunity. 
your business environment. 

It can be downright disastrous to hold 
fast to long-held opinions about the 
business acquisition and sales tactics 
which will work, what won’t, what’s 
appropriate or proper, and what will 
capture the attention of the clients you 
want for the future. 
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•	 To what extent does s/he feel an 
“indebtedness” to you to help you 
make the right connections? Is there 
a sense of “owing it to you” for any 
reason? – score out of 20 

•	 Does s/he actively introduce you 
to useful contacts? And, do others 
seek him/her out for advice, ideas or 
opinions? – score out of 10 

Now, add the scores to arrive at a 
percentage grading or ranking: 

•	 75% and above: this connection 
has a high probability of yielding 
valuable opportunities 

•	 65% plus: this contact may be worth 
working with 

•	 Below 65%: possibly a great 
social connection, but don’t label it 
strategic networking! 

If you’ve decided on networking as a 
technique to develop business for your 
practice, start with the networks your 
best clients are already connected into – 
clients are usually pleased to introduce 
you to their business associates. 

Don’t fall into the trap of just 
networking at your own level: 
cultivate connections which will 
lead you upwards in the business 
decisionmaking tree. 

And, don’t expect instant results. Be 
patient, and be prepared to add value 
to the network as well as to extract 
advantage or opportunities from it. 

Carefully analyse what you can do for a 
network contact. 

•	 What ideas, information, 
introductions, opportunities, can you 
offer? 

•	 Is this a way of creating or increasing 
any sense of personal indebtedness 
to you? 

•	 How can you bring about the 
situation where your contact believes 
he or she “owes it to you”? 

The best networking relationships are 
two-way streets: think about what you 
can get out of it, by all means, but also 
look for opportunities to contribute. 

Long-lasting, high-yield relationships 
are the product of network contacts 
where the value you bring to the 
association is perceived to be of at 
least equal worth to the benefit you 
derive from the connection. 

Networking is an important component 
of business development: it is a 
low risk, low cost way of building 
strong, healthy, and enduring client 
relationships which can produce 
handsome dividends for all concerned. 

Growing through referrals and networks 63 



Work on word-of-mouth
Good, old-fashioned word-of-mouth marketing, now renamed “evangelism 
marketing”, is being hyped as the tactic of today. 

Fact is, it always worked – back then and now. 

Many of your best business 
opportunities come from word-of-
mouth (WOM).  If you think back over 
your best clients, chances are that 
positive WOM put you in the frame. 

When clients actively shop for a new 
expert professional, their usual first step 
will be to ask around among colleagues 
and contacts. Even for those who 
instantly google search, there’s a high 
propensity to check out professional 
reputation with trusted sources via 
WOM. For clients who embark on 
organised and formal selection 
processes, WOM is still a factor. 

Chances are, WOM will have at least 
some impact on every buying decision 
by a new client – and that you’ll 
probably never know the exact extent. 

Take a few minutes to think through 
those in your circle who are strong 
business influencers. Maybe 
consultants, investment bankers, 
industry analysts, clients (current, 
past or prospective). Then, work 
out those who show evangelistic 
zeal in converting their contacts to 
your prospective clients and your 
prospective clients to real work for you. 

WOM evangelists will normally be 
active in their industry or professional 
circles and regarded as authorities 
in their fields. So, update them with 
information of value and interest to their 
contacts. 

They’ll be [at least somewhat] 
interested in you, your firm, and your 
news. So, keep them in the loop. 

They’ll pay attention to press coverage 
you receive, professional accolades, 
and other recognition. So, make certain 
they see it. 

Your WOM evangelists will already be 
telling their contacts about you and 
what you do. So, make sure they have 
current material on hand. 

Your WOM salesforce will be in touch 
with scores of people of interest to you. 
So, let them know you’d like to be in 
touch with those same people. 

Those WOM gems will jealously guard 
their status as trustworthy sources of 
information and recommendations. So, 
do the right thing: never give them other 
than 100% correct information, pay warm 
and courteous attention to their referrals, 
treat their leads as important and do 
your finest work for them. 

For most expert professionals, word 
of mouth is the most powerful of 
promotional tools.  Use it well. 
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What you know or 
who you know? 
When a competitor’s business development efforts succeed, they’re 
frequently dismissed with “it’s who they knew, not what they knew” while 
we tend to attribute our own wins to substantive knowledge rather than 
connections or networks. 

So, which is more important:  what you know, or who you know, and why? 

Both are important and intertwined in 
many market segments. 

For example, in transactions around 
the private equity sector, expert 
professional service business involves 
both substantively knowing, plus 
knowing who’s who. In rare and 
esoteric areas, substantive knowledge 
and skills base is key.  For much regular 
day-to-day work, where core experience 
is plentiful, market connections are 
what matters most in developing 
business. 

It’s too easy to underestimate the 
importance of both and to diminish 
the complex interconnections between 
what you know and who you know. 

What you know creates a base of
expertise.  From this foundation
you apply expertise in commercial
situations. From those situations you 
derive a contact base of people and 
organisations with whom you have
repeat professional and business
dealings. From that contact base you 
can derive increased knowledge. And 
so it continues…

The answer is that both are important. 

By effectively putting “what you know”
to work, you will create and expand 
“who you know” – all in a virtuous 
cycle.
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Why do clients buy?
You may be saying to yourself “if I knew the answer to that question, I’d be 
very wealthy!”  However, the answer isn’t really all that elusive. 
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most to them. 

In other words, we need to show them 
a clear value proposition – WIIFM or 

buy your services include: 

•	
business 

•	

•	

•	 higher client/customer retention rates 

•	

•	
processes 

•	
commercial advantage 

•	

•	 regulatory compliance. 

their 

The CEO of a technology company 
recently offered the following insight to 
his sales and marketing team. “I’m the 
one who signs the cheques. For me to 
buy, you need to solve the two things 
that keep me awake at night – net 
profitability and getting our product 
to market faster than our competitors. 
If you can prove to me that you will 
improve either of those, I’ll sign the 
cheque … and I don’t really care what 
you’re selling!” 

It’s easy to forget this simple principle: 
people buy to meet their needs or 
solve their problems. 

To get them to buy from us, we need 
to clearly address whatever matters 

What’s In It For Me? 

Some of the reasons your clients will 

seeing a positive impact on their 

improved financial performance 

increased market share 

improved market position 

automation of labour-intensive 

to beat a competitor to an important 

to avoid or reduce unacceptable risk 

There are many other objectives.  To sell 
effectively, it is critical to identify 
objectives – the issues that keep your 
client awake at night. 



New business welcome!
Too often, professionals send so many “I’m successful and busy” messages, 
they signal that getting more business isn’t important or even necessary. 
If you want more business – for yourself or your firm – check you’re sending 
clear signals. 

Try these tips. Show respect and warmth to enquirers. 
Far too many lawyers and professionals 

Ask clients’ advice about how to 
treat enquirers with suspicion and fail to 

connect with others with similar needs. 
You’ll send a clear message that you develop quick rapport.

want more business, plus get the benefit Don’t turn your nose up at a referral 
of their ideas. if you ever want another from that 

source. A well-intentioned referral 
Ask your client how s/he first learned 

source who misdirects a referral to you 
about you and your services. This 
sends a mild “I’m interested in getting – one where you’re not the best fit – will 

business” message and – if you don’t think twice in future unless you thank 

already know – gives you some clues.  It him/her for thinking of you and, in turn, 

may also start a conversation about how help source the best professional in 

you can connect with new clients. your network to service the referral. 

Ask your client whether they’d feel 
Thank referrers. If you want another 

perfectly happy about referring their 
referral, recognise and reward each and 

colleagues and contacts to you. Again, every referral.

you’re sending the “new business Tell clients and referral sources how 
wanted” message. Remember, any much you appreciate their business.
answer less than a crystal clear and Often.
unhesitating “yes” really means “no”.

Send out “new business welcome” 
Deal with enquiries quickly. Tardy messages, constantly, if that’s what 
follow-up of enquiries sends negative you mean. 
messages. Even if, quite correctly, 
your priority is to take good care of an 
established client and their [urgent] 
project, one way or another, you need 
to look sufficiently interested to turn 
enquiries around quickly. 

Check that your staff know how to 
handle enquiries. Make sure that 
someone takes personal accountability 
for ensuring that each enquiry is 
followed through. 
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Don’t dilute it
If you’re a stand-out professional expert in an area, you only dilute 
well-founded strong claims by attaching others which are weak. 

What does this mean in practice? 

Well, if you’re an insurance lawyer with 
a wealth of expertise in liability and 
professional indemnity, it will dilute the 
impact of your sales pitch if you also 
decide to claim significant expertise, 
say, in marine insurance, just because 
a few years back you did a couple of 
cases in that area. 

To unsophisticated consumers, a 
lawyer is an expert in all matters legal, 
a computer expert is expected to know 
about any computer system, and a 
management consultant can expertly 
advise any business. 

Sophisticated clients know there are 
important differences. 

If you’re a corporate and commercial 
specialist, it will only water down the 

The astute client looks to you for leads 
and evidence of distinctive niches in 

sales pitch you’re making in this, your 
stand-out area, to also claim that you’re 

which you’re expert to assess degree of 
fit with their wants and needs. 

also an expert in a half a dozen other 
areas, only tangentially connected. You reinforce your case by being clear 

about where you’re not the stand-out 
For those whose claims to fame are as 
technology specialists, it does little to 

expert.  You further strengthen your 

help make an effective case by adding a 
position by framing those limitations 

few more areas where they can “get by”. 
positively. 

Whether it’s a one-on-one pitch for 
business, a full proposal, or formal 
tender, don’t dilute your core claims 
of exceptional credentials and fit by 
hyperbolising the rest. 









Prospective clients – 
get them talking 
Because few lawyers and other expert professionals have had professional 
sales training, they frequently mistake telling the prospective client lots 
about what they can do for effective selling.  Yet, getting meaningful and 
frank input from prospective client is vital early on, and throughout the 
process of converting a prospective client to a client. 

Only rarely should your goal for 
first encounter be to give as much 
information as possible to the 
prospective client. 

Most often, your goal should be to gain 
the greatest understanding you can of: 

•	 what that individual or organisation 
needs 

•	 their business environment and 
functions 

•	 their objectives 

•	 what might stand in the way of their 
enlisting your support. 

Because it’s your prospective client who 
knows about their business, their needs, 
and their buying preferences, you need 
to get them talking about that. 

It makes perfect sense for them to tell 
you all of this before you start selling any 
specific service or solution. After all, you 
don’t know what to sell until you know 
what they need and want to buy! 

For a prospective client to spend time 
and energy telling you about their 
needs, you’ll first need to establish your 
credibility. That done, it’s time to ask 
questions, probe out their responses, 
and get your prospective client to invest 
in bringing you up to speed with their 
world and their needs. 

Then, you’ll be positioned to make a 
productive contribution with: 

•	 anecdotes illustrating your credentials 

•	 ideas 

•	 preliminary suggestions 

•	 reasons to engage your services. 

Your prospective client knows their 
problem – probably much better than 
you, and definitely in ways you don’t. 
Your first task is to understand their 
problem and then show your capabilities 
and willingness to help. 
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Compelling selling
You know you can deliver excellent results.  You know a business which 
would gain great benefit from what you can do. 

Your challenge: how do you turn your potential into results for them? 
How do you create a compelling argument for the business to swing into 
action with you? 

Here are some ideas to make your Collaborate or co-design. Work with 
selling more compelling. your client to create solutions. 

Unite around the problem by sharing Canvas alternatives and gain 
understanding, dimensioning or involvement in bringing about the new 
quantifying the issues or impacts and order. 
lost opportunities. 

Build a partnership with your client 
Remember, humans tend to divide over – through your sales process offer just 
the solutions, but unite over problems. a small taste of the effective teamwork 

Before you start “selling” ensure you s/he can look forward to with you. 

share an understanding of the problem Guide your client through the process of 
or issue to be addressed. turning aspiration into action. 

Engage imagination. All change Your sales offer will be more compelling 
comes, above all, through imagination. for embracing these approaches. 
Imagine what could be different and 
how things could be better. 

Talk about the better future you 
imagine. 

Create desire for change and harness 
will and capacity to change. 
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Design solutions.

possible solutions. 

  Mix old and new, 
innovate and invent to get to a range of 



Educating is selling
Teaching may be the pinnacle of selling.  Educating the world at large, 
your target market, referral sources, clients, and prospective clients about 
why they need what you can expertly do for them is the highest and purest 
form of marketing. 

An education approach really helps 
with need recognition. If your market 
doesn’t know it has a problem – or isn’t 
aware of the extent or impact of the 
problem it confronts – it isn’t ready to 
buy expertise to solve the problem. 

The education or teaching angle has 
much to commend it. 

It will help establish you as an 
authority. If you’re up to educating 
others, you will earn respect as an 
authoritative source of knowledge and 
information. 

It will help you form strong 
relationships. Based on early life 
experience, we are pre-programmed to 
love those from whom we learn – most 
of us have fond memories of teachers, 
and other adults, who taught us from 
their skill base. 

It will help you overcome paralysing 
fear. By educating a client or 
prospective client about a business 
problem, and options to mitigate, you’ll 
minimise their anxiety and reduce 
tendencies to bury heads in sand or 
simply “dig in”. 

It will help you parade your success 
in advising others with similar 
challenges. You’ll be able to cite 
anecdotes, share case studies where 
you’ve helped others, and powerfully 
showcase your expertise. 

It will help you sell “comfortably”. 
Sharing knowledge and educating 
others is a lot softer sell than “hard 
selling” – and you’ll be comfortable 
doing it. 

It will help you to powerfully connect 
with new prospective clients and 
referral sources. Many of the most 
desirable prospective clients and 
sources of work don’t have time for a 
sales spiel – but they probably have time 
to learn something to their benefit. 

Without stretching the analogy too 
far, teachers are some of the most 
important and successful salespeople: 
they constantly sell ideas, the value of 
learning, and knowledge. 

Take a few leaves from their book and 
leverage opportunities to share your 
knowledge and skills by educating 
others. 

Your success indicator will be that your 
market recognises its needs and learns 
to like what you do. 
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What drives corporate buying
Many factors - often complex and intertwined - influence corporate buyers 
of legal and other expert professional services.

In approximately ascending order of
importance, these are:

•	 your style 

•	 a credible value proposition 

•	 your experience and knowledge 

•	 the referees you can offer 

•	 your enthusiasm and apparent
hunger to win the work

•	 the depth of your team 

•	 the right skills on the team 

•	 strong leadership of a well resourced 
team

•	 quality of relationship 

•	 the clout and authority you bring to 

82 The passionate professional – creating value, success prosperity 

the project. 

the competition on the supply side. 

commodity in high demand, be clear 

For some work in hotly contested areas, 
you’ll have to be spot on with each and 
every item to make the grade, such is 

But even in fields where you’re a hot 

that your prospective client is working 
through these issues (mentally checking 
them off) before buying from you. 





What can you do to counter this? 
Become savvy at protecting your own 
patch. Lavishing	energy	and	attention	
on your established clients will make 
certain they are truly satisfied and 
delighted with your service. 

Smart firms engage consultants and 
harness skilled in-house marketers 
to work on client satisfaction, client 
retention, and the continuum through 
to firm profitability. 

Go the extra mile with in-depth 
client research. Follow-up with 
carefully directed action to deliver on 
expectations. It’s worth the effort! 

Clients who get this level of attention 
show: 

• increased satisfaction 

• increased propensity to tell others 
about positive experiences with you 

• support for colleagues and contacts 
who are thinking of becoming your 
clients 

• loyalty – perhaps even to the point of 
evangelic zeal. 

Our best advice : 

• find out about any shortcomings 
in your service – what makes the 
difference is whether you know about 
these and then do something about 
them 

• don’t assume that “no complaints” 
means satisfied clients – it doesn’t 

• don’t make it easy for your valued 
client to accept the “hot tip” about 
another firm from a trusted colleague. 
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Proving you’re the right choice
Clients needs are ever-changing. 

First of all, making you and your firm 
the right choice for a client means 
proving you measure up on: 

•	 competence 

•	 service 

•	 cultural fit 

•	 rapport 

•	 reputation 

•	 right price. 

After that, you make yourself the right 
choice by showing how you will help 
your client succeed. 

Confirm in your client’s mind that you’re 
the right choice by: 

•	 showing how your behaviour and 
actions will fit with your role 

•	 showing how you will add value 

•	 explaining why you can add value 

•	 demonstrating that you will act in 
your client’s interests. 

Seal the issue by demonstrating how 
you will, in turn, value your client. 

That’s the point at which the “right 
choice” is likely to be “chosen”. 

whole document … 

by the four Cs: 

•	 Clear

•	 Compelling

•	 Concise

•	

“so what? 

Or even worse, receiving a proposal and 
groaning at the thought of reading the 

Persuasive messages can be characterised 

Convincing.

Next time you are writing a proposal, 
preparing a presentation, or pitching for 
business, test your key messages against 
these four Cs to be certain you will 
persuade your audience. 

The 4 Cs of  persuasion 
We’ve all had the experience of watching a TV commercial and wondering 
“what was that all about?” … or reading a sales promotion letter and thinking 

why should I care?” 
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•	

•	

•	

•	 to redress/establish the right power 
dynamics in the relationship 

•	
specific service standards 

•	
strategic sourcing policies 

•	
money 

•	

of doing a great job. 

Why clients seek 
competitive bids 
There are myriad reasons for clients seeking competitive bids, proposals, 
or tenders. And not all of the reasons are negative for professional service 
providers. 

My experience of many hundreds 
of competitions is that clients seek 
competitive bids for legal and other 
expert professional services: 

to get the right expertise and team 

to get the right culture and “best fit” 

to drive positive change 

to extract clear commitments to 

to conform with organisation-wide 

to improve prices and value for 

to get the focused attention of service 
providers who they know are capable 



Environmental scanning
The difference between a winning proposal and a loser frequently comes 
down to what you know before you write a single word … not what you find 
out after you’ve written the document! 

Before you put fingers to keyboard, scan 
your prospective client’s environment. 
Here are some of the questions you 
should be able to answer: 

•	 Can we characterise our client’s/ 
prospective client’s organisation, their 
culture, range of business operations 
and functions, and the quality 
and level of our current and past 
relationships? 

•	 What do we know about our client’s 
operating environment?  (Financial, 
relationships with government, 
industry and regional pressures, 
political and public drivers, 
management competence.) 

•	 What has bee the stimulus behind 
requesting proposals? (Cyclic? 
Political?  Cost reduction? New 
management?) 

•	 Is this RFT/RFP just going to a 
restricted list? 

•	 Who will be evaluating the responses? 

•	 How are we viewed by the evaluators 
and our client generally? (What is our 
reputation and profile?) 

•	 What would they see as our 
strengths and weaknesses versus our 
competitors? 

•	 How well do we currently perform on 
this area of work? 

These are just some of the questions that 
you need to ask … and answer … before 
you respond. 

Other critical areas to evaluate before 
writing the first word.  These include: 

•	 What work do we want to bid for? 
Are there geographical or practice 
limitations? 

•	 How much work are we going to bid 
for? Is there a minimum threshold? 
A reasonable maximum? 

•	 How should we price our bid? What 
are our pricing alternatives? 

•	 Do we clearly understand what it will 
cost to produce the work? 

•	 What do the client’s expressed 
requirements really mean? What is it 
that they really want to buy? 

•	 What do we know about our 
competitors? What do they do well? 
Where are we better? 

•	 Are there other legal practices or 
expert service providers with whom 
we should be teaming or jointly 
bidding? 

•	 What should we be sure to include in 
our documents? 

•	 What will be persuasive and make a 
difference? 

•	 Are there any hidden traps, pitfalls, 
or “skeletons” of which we should be 
mindful? 

These are just some of the questions 
that you need to ask … and answer … 
before responding. 
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To bid or not to bid?
Legal and other professional practices frequently use competitive tenders 
and proposals to obtain work from new clients or continue relationships 
with established clients. 

This is an expensive and time 
consuming process. 

Before you bid: 

•	 Critically evaluate the strategic 
position of your firm in relation to 
any particular bid, pitch, or tender 

•	 Understand your positioning apropos 
competitors in this market segment 

•	 Evaluate the strengths weaknesses of 
what you can offer 

•	 Assess your probability of winning 
the business, if you proceed 

•	 Formulate strategies to maximise 
your probability of success 
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•	
successfully bid 

•	

resources on long shot bids without 

doing! 

Work out the resources you’ll need to 

Be prepared to make the judgement 
call: don’t squander scarce 

understanding exactly what you’re 



Bid or no bid?
Tenders and proposals are costly:  time, energy, money, morale, and other 
opportunities are all at stake. 

Here’s a quick checklist developed 
by Julian Midwinter & Associates 
consulting team to help you determine 
whether to bid, or not, this time. 

Jot down your scores. 

Previous work for the principal? 
1 extensive 
2 some 
3 none. 

Relationship with principal? 
1 strong 
2 some contact 
3 weak or none. 

Experience and track record? 
1 strong 
2 some 
3 little or none. 

Number and strength of likely 
competitors? 
1 none 
2 up to three 
3 four or more. 

Potential revenue and profit? 
1 high 
2 moderate 
3 low. 

Resources available to bid? 
1 available 
2 can shuffle to fit in 
3 very difficult or unavailable. 

Strategic importance to my firm or 
workgroup? 
1 must win 
2 very desirable 
3 unimportant. 

Fit between the work on offer and our 
core business? 
1 direct fit 
2 peripheral 
3 little fit. 

Conflicts of interest? 
1 nil 
2 some, but manageable 
3 direct conflict. 

Cost to bid – direct and indirect? 
1 less than 10% of first years revenue 
2 up to 25% of first years revenue 
3 more. 

Now, total your scores. 

Up to 14:  you should definitely bid 

Between 15 and 20: bid, but be careful 

21 and above: don’t bid, unless you can 
find a “breakthrough” differentiator. 
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message 

and your services. 

Winning proposals answer five 

consistently ask: 

•	

on time and on budget? 

money? 

from you.) 

prospects of a win. 

appropriately to concerns about 

interests. 

develop the 
will use to position your proposal. 

•	

confidentiality issues and conflicts 

•	

•	

interests 

•	

•	

your response to these 

•	

propose to do about them 

•	 On-going input and collaboration 

how you propose to obtain it 

•	 /

establish and maintain a long-term 
relationship with this client – that is, 

prepared to pay for it 

•	 How far you’ll go to protect and 

you will advance your prospects by 

business relationship with you. 

Testing your 

Ineffective proposals and 
presentations focus only on 
information about your firmt 

simple questions decisionmakers 

Is	this	the	service	we	really	need?

•	 Will	it	impact	our	business	in	a	
positive way? 

•	 Can	this	firm	deliver	the	services	

•	 Are	we	getting	good	value	for	our	

•	 Can	this	firm	deliver	better	than	
their competitors? (Give your 
client a reason to buy specifically 

By always testing your proposals 
and presentations against these 
questions, you will increase your 

Increasingly, astute clients value law 
firms and other expert professional 
services providers who show that they 
are both fully aware of and respond 

commercial sensitivities and conflicting 

This quick checklist will help you to 
key selling arguments you 

Your understanding of this client’s 
sensitivities to commercial 

Protocols to maintain confidentiality 
(no, don’t just treat this as a “given”) 

Systems and processes you use 
to recognise potential conflicting 

Due diligence you have conducted to 
establish that there is “no conflict” 

Real life examples of commercial 
sensitivities you have recognised and 

Examples of actual and possible 
conflicts – and what you would 

from your client on these areas, and 

What work other clients you would 
be prepared to relinquish in order to 

how much this relationship does/will 
mean to you and what “price” you’re 

advance your client’s interest. 

By proactively and constructively 
dealing with your client’s commercial 
sensitivities, and any possible conflicts, 

reducing perceptions of risk in accepting 
your proposal and establishing a 



Make it client-centric!
Whether proposing, writing an executive summary, presenting, pitching, or 
simply trying to persuade a prospective client to entrust you with their work, 
you will present a much more compelling argument if you make it “client­
centric” rather than “your firm-centric”. 

Make the client the subject. Show your commitment and what you 
Rather than boasting about what you promise. 
do, and rather than talking about your Rather than the general claim that “we 
firm, try to frame your message to keep up-to-date with all developments 
make the client or prospective client the in the field” it’s far more persuasive to 
subject in relation to your firm. say “you, client x, can depend upon 

us to keep fully up-to-date with all 
Turning it into client-centric developments in the field”. 
communication. 
Rather than writing about yourself in This “client-centric” approach, rather

terms of “we have twenty lawyers …” than “your firm-centred” approach,

try the more effective approach of “you, you will be far more persuasive, have 

client x, will have access to a team of greater impact, and is much more likely 

twenty experienced lawyers, each of to succeed.

whom knows your industry”.

Rather than saying “our legal team will
be headed by Kim Smith” it’s better to 
say “the client x legal team will be led 
by Kim Smith” or “your legal service 
team will be led by …”.

Imbue your pitch with benefits. 
Better than simply claiming “we have 
great expertise” say “you will benefit 
from our expertise in these ways…”. 
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Proposing with pictures
We all know the power of a simple picture to convey much more than a few 
words. Here are some tips to help you choose the right pictures for your 
tenders and proposals. 

Pictures may convey a “thousand 
words” – but not necessarily the same 
thousand words to everyone. 

Pictures are not just photos and 
drawings. Pictures also include: 

•	 diagrams 

•	 flowcharts 

•	 graphs 

•	 timelines 

•	 video. 

Photos 
Beware the possibility of photos 
sending mixed messages. 

Keep photos simple. And, don’t use 
photos which aren’t yours to use. 

Remember the example of a truck on 
the open road versus that same truck on 
a crowded city street – or loaded with 
animals heading for the abattoirs. 

Drawings 
Line drawings can work well. But, avoid 
clip art which is both overused and 
misused. 

Diagrams 
Simplify.  Simplify.  Simplify. 

Then, it can work like magic! 

Flowcharts 
Again, simplify. 

When you do, a flowchart shows you’re 
fully in touch with the “big picture” and 
helps your reader navigate through 
complex detail. 

Graphs 
Whether bar chart, pie chart, or trend 
line, a simple uncluttered graph can 
make great impact and get a clear 
message across. 

Be careful to sensibly calibrate your 
graph, and keep the visuals clutter-free. 

Timelines 
A simple timeline helps communicate a 
sequence of tasks. 

A Gant chart is the right way to show 
multiple and overlapping project steps. 

Video 
This is very tricky to find and handle 
unless you’re really experienced 
with it and a sophisticated visual 
communicator. 

Keep it ultra simple 
Simplicity helps by: 

•	 improving impact 

•	 removing the eye clutter 

•	 making it look easy and appealing to 
the reader 

•	 focusing on your key message. 
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•	 Examples of other clients with 
whom you’ve developed similar 
relationships and evidence of 
the benefits to these clients of 
your relationship – testimonials, 
references, case studies 

•	 What this relationship means to you 
and the “price” you’re prepared to 
pay for it – how important the client 
will be to you 

•	 How far you’ll go to protect and 
advance your client’s interests 

•	 The difference they’ll notice in 
dealing with you and your firm. 

Be clearly and convincingly painting 
a picture of the working relationship 
you have in mind, demonstrating that 
you’ll constructively engage problems, 
and showing downstream benefits 
your client will derive, you will vastly 
improve your prospects of success. 

Other items in The Passionate 
Professional have suggested possible 
selling points which will help you to 
positively differentiate your proposal in 
a crowded market. Increasingly, astute 
clients value law firms and other expert 
professional services providers who 
show that they are both fully aware of 
and respond appropriately to concerns 
about commercial sensitivities and 
conflicting interests. 

This quick checklist will help you to 
develop the key selling arguments you 
will use to position your proposal: 

•	 Your understanding of this client’s 
sensitivities to commercial 
confidentiality issues and conflicts 

•	 Protocols to maintain confidentiality 
(no, don’t just treat this as a “given”) 

•	 Systems and processes you use 
to recognise potential conflicting 
interests 

•	 Due diligence you have conducted to 
establish that there is “no conflict” 

•	 Real life examples of commercial 
sensitivities you have recognised and 
your response to these 

•	 Examples of actual and possible 
conflicts – and what you would 
propose to do about them 

•	 On-going input and collaboration 
from your client on these areas, and 
how you propose to obtain it 

•	 What work/other clients you would 
be prepared to relinquish in order to 
establish and maintain a long-term 
relationship with this client – that is, 
how much this relationship does/will 
mean to you and what “price” you’re 
prepared to pay for it 

•	 How far you’ll go to protect and 
advance your client’s interest. 

By proactively and constructively 
dealing with your client’s commercial 

Winning competitions: 

your proposal and establishing a 
business relationship with you. 

tenders, proposals, bids and pitches 

sensitivities, and any possible conflicts, 
you will advance your prospects by 
reducing perceptions of risk in accepting 
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Keys to differentiation
We all know how difficult it can be to differentiate ourselves from our 
(often very) successful competitors. 

However, differentiation is critical to a 
winning proposal – without it, you will 
simply be “one of the pack”. 

Four keys to effective differentiation are: 

•	 Focus on what your client thinks is 
important – not only on what you 
think is important. 

•	 Quantify the impact of your 
differentiator on your client’s 
business. 

•	 Demonstrate the impact by 
substantiating your claim, using 
relevant examples or testimonials. 

•	 Ensure your value is derived from 
something unique in your systems or 
processes, not from service features 
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distinguishes you and your service from 
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Differentiation confers many benefits. 
It’s worth the effort to distil what 

a sea of alternatives. 



Pitching it perfectly
Whether you’re presenting, proposing, tendering, or just plain persuading, 
it matters to get the pitch right:  spot on. 

What you say [or write] matters – lots. 
How you say it matters just as much. 

Once you’ve worked out what needs 
to be said, take a few moments to 
think about how messages should 
be packaged or delivered to be truly 
effective. 

Avoid buzzwords, jargon, or “in” 
language – unless you’re absolutely 
sure that your audience will understand 
and use this language exactly as you 
would. Opt for widely understood, 
mainstream language to avoid 
alienating sections of your audience 
and creating chasms or disconnects. 

Check that your language and 
expression isn’t downright dull. A 
dose of excitement, enthusiasm, and 
passion will help to fire imagination 
and stimulate action. If an issue doesn’t 
energise you much, just how much 
impact do you expect to have on your 
audience? 

If you have to make a formal speech 
or presentation, and you’re looking for 
inspiration to help you make the perfect 
pitch to your audience, take a few 
lessons from great modern speeches. 

Think back over the metaphors and 
impassioned style of orators like Martin 
Luther King, Winston Churchill, Billy 
Graham, Gough Whitlam, or some 
recent US Presidents. 

•	 All founded their pitches on strong 
convictions. 

•	 Each captured attention. 

•	 Each was convincing and clear. 

•	 None tortured the language or used 
little-understood jargon. 

•	 They didn’t bore people into yielding 
to their proposition. 

•	 All effectively called audiences to 
action on the path to a new and better 
way – much like where you want to 
take your clients. 

You have a worthwhile proposal for your 
client. Pitch it perfectly and call your 
client to join you on the path to a better 
future together. 

Winning competitions: tenders, proposals, bids and pitches 107 









Contemporary selling 
messages 
Selling messages get tired and dated, especially if built around fads. 

Every so often, take a close look at 
your key selling messages to make 
sure they’re tuned in to contemporary 
management concerns and priorities. 
Show how you can help to solve 
problems of importance today. 

“Hot” contemporary issues to keep 
in mind as you update your selling 
messages include: 

• cost savings 

• eliminating/reducing waste and 
duplication 

• budget certainty 

• meeting wider community concerns 
and demands 

• buying services from organisations 
whose values reflect and support 
government policies. 

For corporates 
• improving competitiveness 

• maximising revenues 

• increasing profitability 

• minimising deal risk 

• ensuring compliance 

• improved certainty of outcomes 

• rapid turnaround and high levels of 
responsiveness 

• improving value delivery. 

Smaller enterprises 
• business growth 

• getting deals through quickly at 
acceptable risk levels 

• navigating the increasingly complex 
regulatory environment 

• reducing cost 

• protecting assets 

• dealing with bureaucracies. 

For private clients 
• handling life’s crises 

• building wealth 

• minimising expenses 

• saving time. 

Some of these themes are old – others 
quite new – but they’ll all resonate in 
your target markets today. 

Make sure that your selling messages 
aren’t still mostly directed to what was 
“hot” last decade. 
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Pitching for government 
legal work 
Key issues for government agencies reflect differences in power, 
accountability, and the cultural set of the public sector. 

Many government agencies are 
now astute buyers with access to 
sophisticated advice and support from 
experts within the public sector. 

Full-scale open tendering is declining 
in popularity for reasons including 
magnitude of evaluation processes and 
potential wastefulness for private legal 
providers. Selective tendering and 
requests for proposal are increasing in 
popularity – this saves resources and 
time (for tenders and evaluators) but 
presents specials probity challenges. 

For private law firms to work effectively 
with government agencies, it’s essential 
to demonstrate strong understanding of 
strategic drivers, public sector culture 
and values, cost-effectiveness, and early 
dispute resolution. 

A tender cannot win unless it meets 
all the basic criteria and includes 
satisfactory answers to every question 
within the written submission. 

When tendering: 

•	 meet all mandatory criteria 

•	 answer questions, as asked 

•	 be careful about quality of written 
expression and presentation values 

•	 use clear examples rather than just 
making claims 

•	 demonstrate your firm’s unique and 
differentiated approach 

•	 be sensitive to probity and 
transparency of process. 

Some winning themes with government 
agencies include: 

•	 accountability to stakeholders 

•	 effectiveness and appropriateness of 
services 

•	 sensitivity to community concerns 

•	 balancing interests 

•	 process transparency and procedural 
fairness 

•	 equity and fair dealings 

•	 ethics 

•	 alignment of interests 

•	 privacy 

•	 freedom of information 

•	 overall costs 

•	 recognising superordinate goals 

•	 probity 

•	 contestability. 

Weave these themes into your proposal, 
think about them constantly as you 
develop your service proposition, and 
demonstrate how you and your firm will 
deliver on your promises. 
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Marketing to local 
government 
Here are some proven techniques to successfully market your expert 
services to local government. 

•	 Raise your profile at conferences, 
in journals, and in other relevant 
forums 

•	 Recognise stakeholders 

•	 Reflect community concerns 

•	 Be sensitive to local issues 

•	 Demonstrate expertise – don’t just 
boast it 

•	 Differentiate based on your (unique) 
understanding of local sensitivities 
and concerns. 

When preparing marketing collateral or 
tendering, ensure that these key themes 
are woven through: 

•	 Community interests and involvement 

•	 Stakeholder interests 

•	 Early resolution, mediation and 
dispute minimisation 

•	 Built in process transparency 

•	 Cost effectiveness and economy 

•	 Balance of representation of interests 

•	 Ethical and fair dealings 

•	 Awareness of tight budget constraints 

•	 Efficiency, effectiveness, and 
appropriateness for local government. 

If you can reflect these values and 
themes, you’ll be a much more 
comfortable fit for most local 
government agencies and likely to be 
their choice. 
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A convincing 
interview performance 
Putting in a convincing performance at a panel interview or other 
competitive selection forum is largely about preparation. 

Here’s a small selection of questions to 
help you role-play and prepare for your 
next interview. 

•	 What do you see as our 
organisation’s biggest challenges and 
how will you address them? 

•	 What strategies do you recommend 
to minimise our risk exposures? 

•	 What strategies do you suggest to 
reduce our legal costs? 

•	 What succession planning have you 
done in relation to your relationship 
with our business? 

•	 How will you ensure that fees don’t 
“run away” on some matters ? 

•	 What distinguishes your approach 
from other firms? 

•	 What differentiates the approach you 
take to a “strategically important” 
matter, as opposed to a “business as 
usual” matter? 

•	 How does our stance as a model 
litigant impact your work for us? 

•	 How much of the work you will be 
doing for us will actually be handled 
by partners? And what proportion will 
be handled by non-partner lawyers? 

•	 You say that you supervise solicitors 
in your firm. What is the supervision 
model? How exactly does it work? 

•	 What seminars and continuing 
education will you provide?  What 
topics do you suggest? 

•	 How can we improve our 
management of external legal 
services providers? 

•	 If you ever became aware of one of 
our managers behaving improperly, 
what would you do? 

•	 How will you work with other legal 
panel members? 

•	 Given that we plan to appoint multiple 
legal panel members, how would you 
suggest that we allocate work? 

•	 Do you have an equal opportunity 
briefing policy? How often do you 
actually brief female barristers? 

•	 How do you allocate work across your 
firm and within each work group? 

•	 Why would you be a good choice for us? 

•	 Why do you want our work? 

•	 What questions have you for us? 

An hour – better, two – spent preparing 
often makes all the difference to getting 
across the line as the legal services 
provider of first choice. 

Winning competitions: tenders, proposals, bids and pitches 115 



Winning: what matters most?
Try this quick quiz. 

Look through the following list of proposal or tender attributes and tick the 
three factors you think will have the most impact on whether you win – 
or not. 

•	 content accuracy 

•	 clarity of writing 

•	 completeness 

•	 conciseness 

•	 addressing the requirements of the 
RFP/RFT 

•	 addressing your client’s needs and 
objectives 

•	 pricing plan 

•	 CVs 

•	 credentials of your team 

•	 prior experience, case studies, and 
success stories 

•	 cost justification 

•	 graphics, presentation, and colour 

•	 relationship management 

•	 project and service delivery plan 

•	 references and testimonials 

•	 technical innovation 

•	 technical details and implementation 

•	 value-added services 

•	 your firm’s history and longevity 

•	 proof of your capabilities and 
experience. 

Yes, they’re all important!  And, 
depending on your client, what matters 
most may change. However, here are 
three that seem to matter most: 

•	 addressing your client’s needs 

•	 addressing the requirements of the 
RFP/RFT 

•	 cost justification, return on 
investment, and lifecycle cost 
analysis. 

Ultimately, if you don’t get these three 
elements right, the rest won’t really 
matter. 

Your clients need to know that you 
will supply what they need, that you 
will deliver it in a way that meets 
their expectations and technical 
requirements, and that you offer good 
business value. 
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Powerful firm identity
Your reputation and identity impact every area of your professional practice. 
Creating a powerful firm identity is crucial to how you tell your story and 
differentiate yourself and your firm from a host of competitors. 

Identity vs image 
Firm identity is easily confused with 
image. 

Your reputation, who clients think you 
are, where competitors pigeonhole 
you, how you’re perceived by the world 
at large: that’s image. Often, you 
can’t control it – and never completely 
– owing to unplanned events and 
circumstances. 

You control your identity 
Firm identity is within your control. 
You can plan it. You can use quality 
visual elements to communicate to your 
universe: to your clients, prospective 
clients, adversaries, your profession, 
and to your own people. 

Distinguished identity 
Right-fit firm identity powerfully tells 
your story. It communicates how you 
want to be perceived. It helps you 
distinguish your services from your 
competitors.  It differentiates you from 
the profession at large. 

It must be: 

•	 visible 

•	 understandable 

•	 memorable. 

Powerful clues to who, what, 
where you are 
Powerful identity gives the world at 
large – and your prospective clients, in 
particular – many clues to what you’re 
on about and what sets you apart from 
the rest. 

Identity vs brand 
Visual distinction will support – not 
replace – your wider brand identity. 

Identity and strategy 
Firm identity must be completely 
congruent with your strategic vision to 
resonate powerfully. 

Identity is no substitute for sorting out: 

•	 who you are 

•	 what you’re on about 

•	 what matters to you 

•	 what it is that you do 

•	 how you do it 

•	 where you’re heading. 

Your firm identity must take all this into 
account. 
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Make the most of  telephone 
enquiries
Efficiently and effectively converting telephone enquiries – from both
prospective clients and established clients – into real, live files is a key
competency for every professional.

The rules are simple: 

• listen intently – give the call your full
attention

• make notes 

• let the enquirer say his/her piece 

• find out what stimulated him/her to 
call you at this point

• ask the enquirer how s/he thinks you 
maybe able to help

• establish how important and/or
urgent is the issue to the enquirer

• briefly run through the path forward 
you propose
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following this simple protocol. 

agree the next step – or “where to 
from here” – so there’s no doubt. 

Opportunities presented by telephone 
enquiries are far too valuable to 
squander – make the most of them by 

















Yellow Pages advertising – 
the case 
Each year, lawyers and other expert professionals are confronted with a 
series of decisions around listings and presence in myriad business and 
professional directories, and the Yellow Pages. 

While most would prefer work to flow 
from our hard-earned reputations, 
stand-out profiles, or referrals from 
trusted network contacts, for many 
professionals, directory listings or 
Yellow Pages are necessary elements of 
work acquisition. 

Yellow Pages remains an important 
general directory of business and 
trade services for many community 
members. 

Whether in old tree-ware form, or 
on-line, it’s a source for certain socio­
demographic groups shopping for 
some legal services. 

Yellow Pages plays – not at all – to many 
markets and psychodemographics. 

As a doyenne of the advertising 
industry once said, 90% of all 
advertising is wasted – the trouble is, 
working out which 10% is effective. 

Given how easy it is to make expensive 
mistakes, here are someYellow Pages 
insights [framed in terms of legal 
services] to help you make better 
business development decisions. 

While just about all firms are “listed”, a 
relatively small proportion pay for Yellow 
Pages advertisements. 

Smaller law firms dominate the 
advertisements.  Few take large, 
high-priced space. 

Our sample research indicates that 
return on Yellow Pages advertising 
expenditure varies widely. 
Disappointingly few firms rigorously 
measure results and benchmark 
them against other avenues for work 
acquisition. 

Law firms who have large, well-
placed ads early in the listings report 
satisfaction with this choice but others 
who’ve made more modest investments 
are similarly satisfied. Quality of leads 
generated is mixed, regardless. 

In the United States, research by the 
American Bar Association reveals that 
including photographs is especially 
effective and offering consumer 
information (such as lists of credentials) 
is the next best thing. Beware: reactions 
in other markets are not always in line 
with North American experience. 

The clean, uncluttered “less is more” 
style of many modern graphic designers 
is probably not the most effective ad. 
layout for this medium. 
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Local sampling indicates that private If you choose to invest in Yellow Pages, 
client services are more effectively evaluate outcomes – quantitatively and 
promoted through theYellow Pages qualitatively – and benchmark against 
than small business services. Services the alternatives so you can refine 
where a lawyer is needed “in a hurry” decisionmaking with time. 
– for example, criminal law – or in an 
unfamiliar location, are good candidates 
for Yellow Pages promotion. 

That same sample of law firms tells us 
that theirYellow Pages campaigns have 
increased their revenues together with 
increasing time they spend dealing 
with enquirers, screening for suitability, 
and “selling” themselves over the 
phone. 

•	

j

mind? 

•	

•	

clients? 

•	

•	

•	

•	

service 

So, you have a new professional service 
package in mind? 

Do this quick test before spending your 
scarce time, energy, and money on further 
development and launching your product 
to market. 

Have	you	done	the	research?

•	 Is	it	really	a	new	offering	–	or	 ust	one	
more variant in a crowded market? 

•	 What’s	in	it	for	the	clients	you	have	in	

Will	they	see	clear	benefits?

How	certain	will	the	client	be	of	actually	
achieving the result you have in mind? 

•	 Is	the	outcome	you	promise	different	
from and better than the alternatives? 

•	 Will	this	“grab	the	attention”	of	typical	

Is	the	service	really	ready	to	take	to	
market? 

•	 Are	all	the	details	worked	out	–	pricing,	
promotion, delivery team? 

Screen your proposed service with these 
tests – if it passes, you’re well on the way 
to a successful launch. If not, use the test 
to work out whether it’s : 

a	bad	idea

an	idea,	just	like	many	others

just	not	ready	for	market	yet

and act accordingly. 

Successfully launch your new 

Every year, a multitude of new professional service products or packages 
are developed and launched, often at great cost.  But few make the hit their 
owners and promoters expect. 
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Holiday greeting cards
Here are a few tips to help you make the most of the Christmas or holiday 
cheer you deliver to your clients, supporters and friends this year. 

When you’re doing your greeting cards: • electronic cards are fine – and 
possibly preferable in some circles, so • always hand signed, please 
long as it doesn’t look like you’re just 

• personalise them with a handwritten being “cheap” – if you take the e-ware 
message – even just a few words option, note that you’re making a 

• charity or cause-related cards are donation to a worthy cause and write 

always a nice touch that cheque! 

• if you go to the trouble of custom- • despatch your greeting cards in time 

printed firm greeting cards, you can for all the people who matter to see 

always make mention of the charities them – aim for cards to arrive by 12 
December. or community causes you sponsor 

These simple steps will ensure that you 
don’t squander precious time, money, 
and good wishes on Christmas or other 
holiday greetings that miss their mark. 

already know well 

business connections 

•	
connections and clients. 

•	

•	

•	

•	

mouthful as you ask for work. 

used out of its rightful place. 

Lunch is a good way to: 

•	 exchange	views,	informal	information,	
and explore ideas with someone we 

•	 build	and	personalise	established	

recognise	and	value	our	valued	

Lunch is rarely the best way to: 

make	a	new	business	contact

pitch	your	services	to	a	new	client

cover	a	formal	business	agenda.

Before you think of lunching a prospective 
client, check that: 

•	 there’s	more	in	it	for	them	than	simply	a	
nice meal in your company 

that	you	have	information	or	value	
to add far in excess of the 90 to 120 
minutes of their time you’re asking 

•	 that	you	won’t	cause	them	to	gag	on	a	

If lunch isn’t more than this, then be 
upfront and ask for a meeting to peddle 
your wares! 

Put lunch in its place 
Lunch has long been a business tradition – sharing hospitality and breaking 
bread together is time honoured bonding experience. But, too often, lunch is 



Off  to a conference?
Make the most of business development opportunities when attending your 
next conference. 

Rather than merely depending on 
general networking possibilities, you’ll 
benefit from a little pre-conference 
work. 

Here are a few ideas: 

• If available, obtain the registrant list 
in advance. 

• Pick out your clients who are 
registered. 

• Identify your contacts, referral 
sources, and targets for follow-up. 

• Selectively phone or email to 
arrange getting together at the 
conference. 

• Make contact with any speakers 
of special note – alert them to your 
interest in their paper, and arrange to 
get together. 

• Use this opportunity to tell your 
clients and prospective clients about 
a forthcoming conference of direct 
interest to them – offer copies of 
papers or a briefing on conference 
content post-event. 

These simple steps will help you make 
the most, in business development 
terms, of your investment of time and 
money in conferencing. 
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Successful presentations
Sometimes nerve-wracking and mostly requiring a fair amount of effort 
and preparation, presentations are not the easiest thing in the world for 
everyone. But, these proven techniques – open secrets – will make a 
positive difference. 

Make your next presentation more 
effective by following these tips. 

You need high credibility. A 
professional who know his/her subject 
has more credibility than a half-hearted 
attempt at understanding.  Don’t 
present if you won’t be completely 
credible! 

Every presentation is important. Every 
presentation you give should be treated 
as the first and last time you have 
to make an impression.  So, make it 
professional and seamless. 

Don’t use a standard presentation. 
Whatever your reason, never give in 
to the temptation of using a standard 
presentation. Tailor your presentation 
to each situation or subject. 

Understand your audience. Think 
about who will be at your presentation, 
their needs and interests, and their 
agenda. If possible, survey your 
audience prior to your presentation to 
ensure you understand what they want. 

Set your objective. Don’t be unrealistic. 

Be specific. For example, your 
objective might be simply to establish 
yourself as a leader in a specific field, 
or as an expert who has a refreshingly 
unconventional approach to a particular 
issue. 
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Assemble the data. Do the required 
research to ensure that you are credible. 

Structure your presentation. The 
“sermon” technique works well – “tell 
them you what you’re going to tell them, 
tell them, tell them what you told them” 
or outline, body material, summary and 
conclusions. 

Assemble support materials. Organise 
any visual aids, props, and hand-outs 
well in advance. 

Rehearse. Prepare yourself mentally, 
and try to have a dry run. Don’t make 
the event your rehearsal. 

Make a successful presentation. 
Maintain eye contact, keep the audience 
interested, take your cues from the 
audience. 

Evaluate. Elicit feedback and self-
examine – you’ll learn! 
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Death by PowerPoint
We’re often asked how many PowerPoint slides should be included in a 
presentation and how much time a presenter should spend on each. 

Of course, the answer varies according 
to slide content, presentation format 
(proposal or tender highlights as 
opposed to small group discussions 
or full-scale lecture) presentation 
topic, audience size, your objectives, 

Too often we see overly-dense text 
material which presenters design as 
talking points and mistakenly think are 
great as full text notes. 

Remember, one of your key objectives 
is to keep your audience interested and 

and other media or presentation aids engaged in your presentation: very 
which you may use in conjunction with difficult to achieve if they are bored to 
PowerPoint. 

Presenters may appropriately spend 
up to twenty minutes on a single slide, 

death! 

But, interested and engaged does not 
mean “Dazzled” by exotic special effects 

but wisely spend just a few seconds on which detract from your message. 
others. 

Slide which contain pictures, graphs, 
charts or diagrams, animations – and 
even video – are usually better subjects 
for long-stay slides than mere bulleted 
lists. 

•	

a j

your message. 

•	

but you’ll be remembered. 

•	

presentation. 

Power in your presentations 
Research has shown that presentations which audiences regard as 
“powerful” have these three key ingredients: 

they entertain – laughter can open an 
audience’s mind. This doesn’t mean 
that you should necessarily open with 

oke, but if you can find a humorous 
sidelight, it can help to open minds to 

they inspire – inspiration will lift your 
listener above the limitations of the 
everyday and the bounds that they set 
for themselves. If you can inspire an 
audience, you’ll not only be powerful, 

they educate – great presentations 
provide ideas, tips, processes, systems, 
and things to help an audience change 
behaviours. 

Think about these three key elements 
when you’re building your next 



Getting your message across
When confronted with complex, detailed information, its frequently 
necessary to simplify to communicate effectively. 

Whether in a proposal, tender, or 
at a presentation, clear and simple 
information will make far more impact. 

Here are some tips and techniques 
which you will find work well to simplify 
complex information and convey your 
meaning. 

Flowcharts 
High level, simplified and generalised 
representations of complex and detailed 
processes not only help you get your 
message across, but also position you 
as an expert who sees not just the trees, 
but the forest. 

Diagrams 
A simplified, diagrammatic 
representation of an issue or problem 
is a great technique to get the message 
across.

 Pie charts, quadrants, Venn diagrams, 
and so on – each is a really useful way 
of extracting important concepts from 
the detail, and presenting information in 
a way people will understand. 

Graphs and charts 
These are great ways to simplify 
numeric data – visual representations 
help your audience to take aboard the 
meaning rather than becoming lost in 
the data. 

De-clutter figures 
Clean up and get focus on your message 
by reducing complexity: eliminate 
unmeaningful decimals, currency 
symbols, round numbers off, calibrate 
columns into $ or ‘000s rather than 
presenting cluttered complexity. 

By reducing the complex to simple and 
minimising visual “junk”, you will be 
vastly more effective in getting your 
message across. 

Your quest is to reduce the number of 
characters an audience has to process to 
extract meaning. 
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Competitive intelligence
You need to know how you and your firm stack up against the competition. 
Even basic, simple competitive information can be a powerful tool. 

Here’s a quick list of useful information 
to collate about your key competitors: 

• areas of work 

• firm size and structure 

• revenue per lawyer/professional and 
partner 

• profitability 

• charge rates and charge bases (time, 
fixed fee, event cost, etc.) 

• “stars” on their team 

• key clients 

• special strengths and competencies 

• weaknesses and threats or risks 

• recent wins and losses. 

Of course, you won’t be able to 
gather all this information about each 
competitor, but lots can be assembled 
or sensibly derived to inform your 
competitive strategy. 
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Getting past blame games
When business development is not what it should be, it’s easy to fall into the 
trap of blaming others for the situation. 

If you’re not achieving the business 
development wins you want, first take a 
hard look at yourself. 

Even when fault can fairly be attributed 
to others – the firm, the marketing 
department, a wayward partner, service 
shortcomings by others – you may have 
to wait a very long time for them to fix 
things for you. 

It will be far better to take responsibility 
and find a solution yourself:  you have 
plenty to gain. 

When business development isn’t going 
as you’d like, you can either choose to 
do something differently, or determine 
to see it differently. 

Determining to do things differently 
might be tough. There may be 
behaviours we can modify, other tactics 
we can try, different opportunities we 
can pursue. 

We can take a rational look at things and 
accept that when a set of actions don’t 
succeed, over and over, that repeating 
them yet again is unlikely to bring the 
results we want. 

Getting cross and blaming others, or just 
waiting longer for them to do what they 
have never yet delivered, is avoiding 
responsibility and limiting our success. 

We can take power in business 
development situations by choosing to 
take actions on things we can change 
and make them happen. 

It will pay to get past the blame game. 
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It’s all about framing
As any mediator or psychologist will tell you, how we think about and 
express a problem has a profound influence on the choices we will make to 
deal with it. And, so it is with selling your expert professional services. 

Framing a problem can convert it to 
a challenge.  Framing an obstacle can 
make it insurmountable, or merely an 
interesting issue on the path forward. 

A frame can establish the benchmark 
standard or status quo – reframing can 
completely change the complexion of 
a situation. 

Poor framing of a business 
development challenge or situation 
will undermine progress and mitigate 
against success. For example, framing 
a prospective client’s question as an 
objection is rarely helpful – much 

How would your thinking change if you 
changed the framing or simply read the 
situation a different way? 

And, if you reframed, would all the 
information or evidence you have 
collected have the same impact? Would 
your feelings and beliefs have the same 
validity? 

Check that you’re examining all the 
information and evidence with equal 
rigour. Are you accepting some, but 
fully scrutinising others? Is it possible 
that you’ve focused on gathering 
material to confirm your view? 
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information or evidence. 

. 

frame it? 

Think about your framing of a problem 
or situation. What are 

in the situation, 
? 

your framing and arguments. 

produce. 

better to reframe as a request for more 

It’s worth taking precautions against 
the adverse effects of negative 
framing Try these techniques. 

Consider how a problem or situation 
was framed at the outset. Did you 

Or, someone else? 

alternate frames 
or readings? 

If you were another participant or player 
would your reference 

frame be different

Build counter-arguments to challenge 
your views.  Play devil’s advocate, or 
enlist the support of a colleague to test 

Challenge yourself with different 
frames. You’ll soon find that how you 
frame has a significant influence on the 
business development outcomes you 



Marketing mindset
Too often, marketing is subdivided into a series of programmes, tasks, and 
tools. But the most effective business development so often comes from 
having a “marketing mindset”. 

Marketing mindset is the difference 
between a lawyer or professional 
saying … 
“You’re asking me to do something 
more? How can I be expected to do 
that as well and get my work done?” 
and 
“Every time I interact with a client, I 
know it’s a marketing moment.” 

Marketing and business development 
is not: 

• an “extra” layer of work 

• just one more “thing to do” 

• an unreasonable imposition by 
management 

• a purely optional extra curricular 
activity. 

True, there is plenty of pressure on fee 
earners – especially in early- and mid-
career stages – to bill their time. 

But it’s marketing quality rather than 
quantity that yields impressive business 
development outcomes. 

To a large extent, effective marketing 
is about professional behaviours and 
quality interactions with clients. 

Indeed, the best marketers are doing 
it all the time – it informs their every 
contact with clients and deeply imbues 
their professional personas. 

The marketing mindset says:
“Every time I’m in contact with a client,
I’m out to build our relationship and
secure a stream of valuable work for our
firm.” 
and 
“Marketing moments?  They’re every 
day – and all day some days. You never 
know when opportunities will arise – or, 
who will refer work.” 
and 
“Marketing mindset?  That’s ‘thinking 
client’, and thinking!” 

Professional opportunism isn’t nasty 
pushiness. 

It’s being truly attuned to the issues that 
matter to clients. It’s constantly adding 
value. It’s being genuinely interested. 
It’s taking time to recognise people who 
support and help you along the way. 
It’s saying a sincere “thank you” – or 
lots of them. It’s incorporating positive 
business development behaviours into 
everyday work. 

Rewards of a marketing mindset go 
well beyond making a few sales of your 
services. Almost certainly, you’ll find 
professional practice more satisfying. 
You’ll build better client relationships. 
Your profile will rise. You’ll become a 
“hot commodity” with lots more control 
over your professional destiny. 
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You’re reading an industry or 
professional journal 
• find an article of relevance to a client, 

contact, or referral source – copy and 
send it off with a short, hand-written 
note 

• constantly ask yourself 

– “how does this issue/development 
affect my clients?” 

– “how does it change their 
competitive landscape?” 

– “what business risks does it
present?” 

– “how can I help them deal with 
these challenges?” 

and follow up accordingly

• if there’s an issue or item to which 
you can add professional value, write 
a short article, commentary piece, or 
letter and send it off to the editor 

• add selected contributing authors to 
your industry contacts database 

• check that the publication is on your 
list for relevant media releases. 

Total marketing time:  one to
four hours.
Likely return on investment: good.
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These are just examples to illustrate 
marketing mindedness in action. 

Instead of just sitting at your desk, and 
ploughing through the files, look for 
opportunities to be marketing minded. 

Small time investments can produce 
worthwhile returns. 



Business development 
personalities 
It was once widely espoused that professional service salespeople, or 
rainmakers, were born rather than made.  Maybe it was so. 

But the successful business developer 
of the early 21st century isn’t the same 
breed – possibly not even the same 

What happened? A coincidence of 
happenstance, economic shifts and 
social change. 

species – as some of the hot-shot So, if you missed out on the classic 
rainmakers and in-firm powerbrokers of “rainmaker personality”, you may be in 
the 80s and 90s. luck. 
Over the quarter-century of our 

Some of the best and most effective 
observations, professionals 

business development styles today are 
unresponsive and out of pace with their 

low key, consensus-based, tell-it-like-it-
clients have been largely sidelined. 

is, no-nonsense, sincere – possibly just 
Those too comfortable in “cosy” like you. 
institutionalised client relationships 
have often fallen by the wayside. 

But, most of all, those alpha-male, 
big-hitting, big-noting, loud and 
egocentric “rainmakers” have been 
overtaken by a new class: relationship 
builders, team-builders, empathetic 
listeners, benefits sharers, business 
realists, sources of informed wisdom 
and integrity – David Maister’s “trusted 
advisers”. 
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Soft selling
Lawyers and other expert professionals are right to be wary of applying 
“hard sell” tactics to their clients and prospective clients. 

Hard hitting pitches, pushy peddling, 
misleading information, or harassing 
prospects into submission, do 
not belong in the repertoire of an 
honourable profession. 

“Soft selling” resources and behaviours 
should figure prominently in the kit bag 
of a successful professional. 

Check that you’re up to speed on: 

• knowledge of client industries and 
businesses 

• understanding key problems and 
challenges they face 

• ability to help clients recognise their 
problems 

• familiarity with client decisionmaking 
processes and priorities 

• clearly explaining how your services 
will bring direct benefit to the client 

• skills to support clients in translating 
problem recognition into action 

• credibility 

• ability to develop and maintain 
trusting relationships 

• the resources of your firm available 
to support clients 

• active listening and questioning skills 
to collaboratively survey problems 
with clients and develop tailor-made 
solutions 

• genuine, sincere interest in being 
helpful and doing a great job for the 
client 

• good manners, good nature, and 
diligence. 

These soft selling skills rarely figure 
in characterisations of “used car 
salespeople”. 

By contrast, my research with buyers of 
legal services indicates that these soft 
selling behaviours and resources are 
widely evidenced among the experts 
whose services they have engaged. 

Business development behaviours 157 



Sales skills
Organised marketing is still relatively new to professional service firms. 
There is now growing recognition that you simply can’t leave it to the 
marketing manager. 

Some marketing campaigns make firms 
feel good. Some make the firms look 
good. Some help produce sales. 

Marketing delivers opportunities to 
professionals and provides collateral to 
assist in winning business. 

For any marketing program to work 
properly, it needs to be supported by 
an appropriate “personal marketing” or 
“sales” program – call it what you will. 

If a prospective client is to be 

practical sales programs. 

converted into a new client, if a 
potential matter is to be converted into 
an actual matter, it will involve some 
degree of selling. 

Most professional services marketing 
programmes will be vastly more 
effective if accompanied by appropriate 

Sales is the process of converting 
a business opportunity into real 
business – a prospective client into an 
established client – possible matter into 
a real, live, matter. 

“The moment of truth” – it is finally the 
professional who must be the personal 
marketer or salesperson, of the practice. 
It is the on-the-ground professional who 
has to show the client how they can add 
value and solve a problem. 

Personal marketing skills become a 
natural extension of delivering high 
quality service for most professionals. 

Learning to do the “right” things 
to persuade the client to proceed is 
extremely useful. Properly applied, 
consultative selling techniques will 
save professional time and money, and 
improve client satisfaction. 

Making contacts and networking is 
a good starting point. This should be 
developed and encouraged at all levels 
of the firm, not just at partner level. 

Identifying opportunities comes 
naturally to some, while others have 
to learn. With coaching, the ability of 
almost every professional to identify a 
business opportunity can be improved. 

Techniques to establish credibility, 
including learning to use the right 
terminology, and looking and behaving 
as though one fits with the client, can 
be taught. Establishing credibility is 
one skill area which must be rehearsed. 
Almost all professionals can benefit 
from working on this area. 
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Skills in building concensus can also be 
developed, and are eminently useful to 
professionals in practice. 

Effective questioning techniques is 
another area worthy of development. 

Developing listening skills to 
understand what potential clients and 
clients have to say, and to gain a close 
understanding of their requirements is 
invariably useful. 

Harnessing analytical skills to define 
the problem, and demonstrate how the 
professional can satisfy client needs, is 

Cementing relationships and 
communicating client care and service 
orientation are other consultative selling 
techniques which can be developed. 
Training professionals in how to add 
value to their relationships, and to be 
seen as “more than a mere lawyer” 
will often make a huge difference in the 
marketing performance of a firm. 

Success means converting 
opportunities into clients, converting 
possible matter into real live matters, 
and having a healthy, thriving workplace 
which can provide professionals reward, 

professionals. 

Methods to identify and overcome 
obstacles must be grasped by those satisfy clients. 
who want to succeed in business 
development. 

Through workshops and coaching, 
presentation skills can be vastly 
improved. Despite their reputations 
as wordsmiths, many professionals 
need to improve their capacity to write 
persuasively. 

Another key skill to be developed is 
assessing progress with a prospective 
clients. 
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another area waiting for work for many 

Effective personal marketing or sales 
skill will ensure you win business and 





Framing, reframing, and 
naming 
How we talk about a thing influences how we think about that thing. And, 
how others think about it, too. 

We often fall into old, familiar, and 
comfortable ways of talking about our 
services, without taking stock of how 
the words we use influence how others 
see and value those same services. 

Our verbiage habits, the acronyms we 
use, and the comfortable old names we 
give to our work products, processes, 
and organisation frequently stand in the 
way of: 

• clear communication 

• positive differentiation 

• market acceptance. 

Pivotal to successful marketing is 
effective communication with the target 
audience. 

Conduct a quick “audit” of the names 
you and your firm use for: 

• your products and services 

• your procedures and protocols 

• your workgroups and teams. 

Jot down a quick list. Include any 
acronyms you use in external 
communications. 

For example, the old “litigation 
department” can be renamed and 
reframed as “dispute resolution team” 
to communicate its value and benefit. 

Similarly, “conveyancing department” 
can become “property services” to 
communicate more value. 

Using your list of familiar names, titles, 
and acronyms, check that each frames 
your product, service, or firm in the way 
you want it to be thought of. 

Does each: 

• say what you mean? 

• say it in a way that your client/ 
prospective client will quickly and 
clearly comprehend? 

• say it in a way that your client/ 
prospective client will identify with 
and thinks “sounds right” – 
a good fit? 

• convey the value you will bring? 

• encapsulate the benefit? 

If the old, familiar name doesn’t pass 
score with at least a few ticks, it’s 
probably time to consider a change. 
Or, a whole lot of changes … 
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Effective questioning
Another valuable business development skill is questioning. 

Through our extensive survey work, 
and other respected researchers, a 
considerable number of clients of 
professional service firms report that 
their professional advisers don’t take 
enough time to find out about their 
business and its problems, nor do they 
show great interest when the client 
attempts to open up communication 
beyond the current matter or project at 
hand. 

By contrast, the majority of 
professionals believe that they already 
have excellent questioning techniques. 
After all, they listen to clients all day, 
and fire off questions constantly. 

You may have to work hard to 
overcome a tendency to use questions 
in a way that feels to the client like 
interrogation or cross-examination: 
best courtroom technique doesn’t 
necessarily win business! 

In the personal marketing context, 
effective questioning is different. It’s 
about: 

• discovering needs 

• surveying problems 

• getting to what’s important to the 
client or prospective client. 

There are three main types of
questioning: closed, open, and probe 
questioning.

Closed questions are answered in a 
syllable or two: yes or no. For example,
“Do you ever seek legal advice?” They 
yield quick information, but hardly 
complete the picture.

Open questions lead to a longer
response. For example, “Would you 
tell me about the occasions when you 
seek legal advice?” They are useful in 
collecting information and opinions.

Probing questions encourage 
elaboration on a response to an open 
questions. For example, “Why don’t you 
seek legal advice with your distribution 
agreements and bad debts?” Use 
probes to clarify a response, and to 
find out about underlying views and 
motivations.

To uncover needs, avoid closed 
questions. Ask plenty of open questions,
and follow these with appropriate 
probes.

When you’re questioning, increase 
empathy and rapport by adopting your
client’s vocabulary – use their terms 
where appropriate.

Be sure to ask about the impact of the 
situation, too: is this a make or break 
predicament? 

Find out exactly how important this 
problem is to your client.
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Polite and thoughtful questioning is 
a convincing way of expressing your 
genuine interest and concern, and will 
help you to understand exactly what’s 
on your client’s mind, and why. 

Effective questioning also means 
dealing with the important question of 
price. Price is almost always a question. 
If unspoken, you may have to raise it. 

While price is an important question, 
only in a few market segments is price 
the most important issue. Forewarned 
about price, most clients are satisfied if 
they’re convinced they’re getting value 
for money. 

Research reveals that talking about 
fees is the third biggest stress factor for 
lawyers. 

If you’re among the masses of 
professionals who feel uneasy talking 
about price, work on answering price 
questions until you can deal with them 
comfortably and constructively. Be 
prepared for the desensitisation process 
to take some time and training! 

Use these questions to set the scene for 
client satisfaction: 

•	

information and insights 

•	
j

•	 how	do	you	want	me	to	communicate	
with you? 

•	 what	result	do	you	want?	

•	 what	progress	reporting	do	you	want?	

•	 what	is	the	impact	of	this	situation	on	
you? 

•	 what	role	do	you	expect	me	to	play?	

•	 how	involved	would	you	like	to	remain	
in this matter? 

how	will	you	evaluate	our	
performance? 

•	 if	you	ever	feel	things	aren’t	going	as	
they should, will you promise to alert 
me? 

•	 what	else	can	I	do	for	you	at	this	time?	

By asking some – or all – of these 
questions you’ll: 

•	 gather	a	whole	lot	of	invaluable	

•	 show	the	client	that	you	really	care	
about “getting it right” 

positively	differentiate	yourself	from	
the vast ma ority of professionals that 
they’re likely to have encountered. 

Key questions for engagement time 
How you handle engagement meetings sets the tone for the whole 
relationship. 





Eliminate negative messages
Are you sending unintended negative messages like these? 

• “I’m already so busy, please don’t make things worse by giving me 
more to do …” 

• “Your matter is just one of many …” 
• “I’m already such a success that I don’t need your help or referrals …” 
• “I’m a bit out of control but will squeeze your work in …” 

Check your behaviour for any hints of 
the above. 

If you are: 

• distracted 

• disorganised 

• disorderly 

• dishevelled 

• delayed 
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•

when you see clients, you may be 

disaster-zoned 

sending silent signals that you’re not 
the right choice! 

Check the messages you’re sending. 













Buzzword backlash
Many people are tired of the disingenuous management-speak which flows 
freely in business. Ensure your next meeting or promotion isn’t hung-over 
with jargon. 

Clients and prospective clients often 
switch off when they hear mere 
catchphrases like “solution”, “results 
driven”, “win-win”, “go off-line”, “get on 
the same page”, “value proposition”, and 
“value added”. 

There’s even a chance that you became 
successful with adept use of the 
same vocabulary which represents 
this mindset and is now becoming a 
negative. 

Today, simpler language and 
clearer communication – words and 
expressions which don’t require 
that you’re “in the know” to use and 
understand – should be the stuff of your 
everyday conversations with clients and 
prospective clients. 

Reasons to avoid management-speak 
and buzzwords, include, among others: 

• it’s boring 

• it’s generic and insufficiently specific 

• often it doesn’t sound sincere or real 

• it may make some clients feel 
distanced or inferior 

• it straightjackets you as a conformist 
within narrow fashions in 
management 

• it does little to differentiate or 
distinguish you from many of your 
unimpressive competitors 

• it can make you look as though 
you’re obfuscating. 

Every profession creates its own jargon. 
Besides allowing insiders to communicate 
in shorthand, it produces a great barrier 
to others. Many legal professionals have 
invested considerable energy in breaking 
down these shibboleths, and converting 
legalese to technical terms to plain English 
documents. 

Too often, though, in the quest to 
look knowledgeable, these same 
professionals have been overly 
eager to adopt the mantra of modern 
management and corporate culture, only 
to create a whole new set of problems 
for themselves, and their clients. 

Rather than merely mentioning that 
you have a “value proposition”, state 
what it is! 

Don’t turn your clients off with near 
meaningless buzzwords. 

Watch it: as the CEO of one of Australia’s 
top companies recently said to me “when 
our people use management buzzwords, 
I’m irritated – when our external lawyers 
get into corporate-speak, I want to tell 
them to take their jargon and stick it in 
their core competency!” 

There are exceptions: a few clients are 
completely wedded to management-
speak, and worship at the shrine of 
buzzwords. When with them, follow their 
lead: ape their jargon. It will change with 
time – keep up with their fashions. 

Never be caught out using yesterday’s 
buzzword! 
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Jargon busting
Don’t pollute your communication with clients and prospective clients with 
unnecessary or unhelpful jargon. 

Straightforward, clear language will 
take you much further than jargon and 
corporate-speak. 

Some studies have shown that using 
jargon is likely to earn you the labels of 
“rude, obnoxious, arrogant, and out-
of-touch”. Clear communication is far 
more likely to identify you as “energetic, 
friendly, and one of us – in touch”. 

Straight-talkers (on all levels) are more 
likeable, overall.  And being persuasive 
is substantially a function of being 
likeable and resonating with your 
audience. 

More dangers attach to jargon than 
mere alienation – it’s so easy to get 
jargon wrong. 

Many words are indigenous to a 
particular industry.  Be certain you know 
your audience before you toss them 
into the language you choose for a 
meeting or presentation. 

Take, for example, “redundancy”. It 
has a particular meaning – and positive 
connotations – in technology. Not so in 
scores of others.  Outside their element, 
some words take on entirely different 
meanings. 

Rather than impressing your audience 

quite right or “off-key”. 

Jargon dates, and may date you.  Once, 
a quick, unscientific test of potential 
success of an idea or product was “to 
run it up the flag pole”. Now, it’s the 
“smell test”. Plain old “follow-up” or 
“getting back to me” is rapidly morphing 
into “circling back”. “Prohibited” or “not 
allowed” is now jargonised as “circle 
slash” (the oral equivalent of a circle 
with an oblique line through it – like 
road sign). 

You can be certain these will date 
quickly. 

Suddenly, it’s fashionable to “empower” 
your offsider rather than to just plain 
“delegate”. 

Savvy, passionate professionals don’t 
need obscure language and “clever” 
jargon to communicate. Rather than 
conforming to transitory fashions 
in jargon, which can usher you into 
obscurity, clear communication is plain 
to all. 

Overcome the jargon epidemic and 
speak with candour and clarity. 

with jargon, focus on informing them 
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and avoid the risk of getting jargon not 











Coaching yourself  to do a 
whole lot better
Instead of sighing, shrugging shoulders or getting depressed when things 
don’t go as your hope, use self-coaching. 

Self coach to: 

• Put the situation in perspective 

• Analyse what happened and why 

• Learn from your mistakes 

• Reduce prospects of repetition 

• Mentally rehearse better alternatives. 

This framework may be helpful: 

• Were the objectives realistic? 

• How did I handle introductions? 

• Did I encounter obstacles in 
developing rapport and establishing 
credibility? 

• Did I use questions skilfully to 
obtain information and shape the 
conversation? 

• Did I spend enough time coming 
to an understanding of the client’s 
situation/problem before promoting 
my services/solution? 

• Did I use consensus building 
techniques throughout the session? 

• When did things start to go off track? 

• Did I fall into any of the traps of 
making sweeping statements, 
exaggerated claims, not having 
evidence at the ready, arguing or 
debating, becoming angry, being 

embarrassed, not being forthright and 
clear, avoiding issues? 

• When things started to go wrong, 
what else could I have done to 
recover? 

• Did I think about those options at that 
time? 

• What other techniques might have 
worked to convey my capacity and 
willingness to help? 

• What alternatives did I have to 
recover the situation? 

• Thinking back over past encounters 
which had the potential to this way, 
what was it I chose to do which 
worked so much better? 

• Given a similar situation in future, 
what will I do differently? 

Self-coaching through this frame 
will help you select more effective 
behavioural options in future for 
substantially improved prospects of 
success. 

Look forward to doing a whole lot 
better! 
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Putting self-coaching into 
practice
Self-coaching can be a powerful tool to improve your business development 
performance. When you come out of a meeting (or finish a phone call) 
which went especially well, before diving into the email or getting on with 
returning your calls, pause for a couple of minutes. 

Analyse your encounter: Self-coaching sessions along these lines 
– even three to five minutes at a time – • What happened?
will work to improve your hit rate and 

• What did you do to develop (or make great performances a habit rather 
increase) rapport? than an accident. 

• How did you establish/confirm your 
credibility? 

• How did you ensure that things got 
off to a good start? 

• What techniques helped you 
discover the other party’s needs and 
objectives? 

• What did you say or do that was 
especially effective in distilling their 
concerns and priorities? 

• What techniques did you draw on 
to illustrate your credentials and 
capabilities? Anecdotes? Thumb-nail 
case studies? Displaying industry 
knowledge? 

• What strategies worked for you in 
conveying your willingness to help? 

• Why did the interpersonal dynamics 
work so well this time? 

• What can you take from this to apply 
in future? 
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Reflection
There is enormous learning value in the process of reflection. 

By routinely taking a few moments to reflect on your business development 
encounters, you’ll take the learning from good, okay and poor interactions 
with prospective clients and clients to increase your rate of truly great 
encounters. 

Think back through your most recent 
business development situation. Now, 
work through these questions: 

• What were my objectives? 

• Did I achieve them? 

• What worked well for me? 

• Where did things fall short of what I 
had in mind? 

• What could I have handled 
differently? 

• What will I choose to do differently 
next time? 

Every business development 

Reflection 
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encounter gives opportunities for 
learning and development.
will help you to unlock the potential. 
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Just how important is price?
A few years ago, a high technology vendor surveyed 400 sales 
representatives, asking what was the most important factor in winning 
a deal. 

Overwhelmingly, the answer from the salespeople was “price”. 

At the same time, the company The best way around the “price trap” is 
surveyed 400 clients and potential to clearly determine what differentiates 
clients, asking the same question. Their you from your competitors – and then 
number one answer: “reliability”. In offer an alternative vision. 
fact, price ranked only sixth on the list. 

The high-tech company’s proposals, 
of course, were focusing primarily on 
price. 

Even though the vendor had a great 
story to tell on their reliability, with 
several important differentiators which 
clearly set them apart in the industry, 
the most important factor in client 
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difficult not to feel that price is the most 
(And, sometimes, 

But 

most. 
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decisionmaking wasn’t highlighted. 

In a competitive market, it can be very 

important factor.  
price is very important).  don’t ever 
just assume that price is what matters 
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Competitive pricing
Competing on price is sometimes the black sheep of the marketing family. 
You can’t ignore price competition – and sometimes you should engage it! 

Clients say, “give us…” 
• predictable fees 

• controllable fees 

• a clear understanding of basis for 
your charges 

• a relationship between your fees and 
our commercial outcomes 

• real disbursements only and at 
realistic costs 

• accountability. 

Making sensible pricing decisions 
starts with a clear understanding of 
your costs: 
• fixed costs 

• variable costs 

• opportunity costs. 

Do you…? 
• understand – really understand – your 

cost of production 

• listen (really listen) to your clients and 
how they see price 

• take time to distinguish between 
clients concerns about the structure 
of your pricing and fee quantum 

• remain flexible and open to new 
pricing ideas 

• think and talk about pricing 

• frame price in terms of value 

• articulate the value or benefits 
delivered in return for the price 
charged 

• experiment with models linking 
prices to client perceptions of value. 

Remember, it’s perfectly respectable for 
good clients to care about price. 

•	

have? 

•	
and reputation? 

•	

of scale if we win? 

this work? 

•	

successful outcome? 

face? 

•	

•	

Getting the price right 

How	price	sensitive	is	this	work?

•	 What	commercial	impact	does	this	

How	dependant	is	this	on	our	brand	

What	volume	of	work	is	involved?

•	 Can	we	achieve	substantial	economies	

•	 How	much	will	it	cost	us	to	produce	

•	 Will	this	client	reward	smart	ideas	and	
newer, better ways of doing things? 

How	will	success	be	measured?

•	 What	opportunity	is	there	to	share	a	

•	 What	price	competition	are	we	likely	to	

What	price	structure	will	most	appeal?

What	is	the	right	price	for	us	to	offer?

By thinking about what may be driving 
pricing, you’ll get much closer to the 
“right” price much more often. 

Run through this checklist before you price your next big proposal. 





Your inclusions may be different. 
Perhaps you’re including unnecessary 
items outside the brief, or maybe the 
competitive alternative is shortcutting 
and neglecting essentials. 

The prospective client may not want 
the “Rolls Royce” level of service 
you’re offering. The economy “four­
cylinder model” may be what they have 
in mind, at that price level. 

They’re not making a “like for like” 
comparison. Maybe your prospective 
client doesn’t want to – more likely, they 
don’t know how. 

gains. 

well. 

If you’ve put the effort into a proposal, 
and then missed out, you owe it to 
yourself and your firm to find out why. 

If price is cited as the culprit, take a 
couple of deep breaths and patiently 
find out more to inform a better 
proposals and more compelling selling 
in the future. 

pricing and leveraging value 

for your future. 

Rewards:  191 

A competitor has come up with an 
alternative service and price which 
does the job at a price you simply can’t 
match. Time to look hard at your work 
process, technology, and overheads 
to identify opportunities for efficiency 

Market price has changed. What	was	
the “going rate” may be no longer 
– perhaps not the right market segment 

Maybe you simply didn’t sell yourself 
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Get to grips with client needs
Clients have needs and wants.  Some needs they recognise, others they 
don’t.  Some wants they articulate, others are unspoken [but still wanted]. 

Sustainable success is founded on 
harnessing professional knowledge and 
skills to meet wants and needs of clients 
in ways which produce value for both 
parties. 

Core to this process is understanding 
what clients need and want. 

Beyond old favourite techniques like 
having a chat, here is a small selection 
of areas to explore to get a better grip 
on client needs. 

Understand how clients use your work 
Come to a clear understanding about 
what happens to the work you do when 
it’s put into the hands of your clients. 

• How do they react to your work when 
they first see it? 

• How does it fit into their production 
processes? 

• Who does what with it? 

• Where does it end up? 

• What decisions or actions depend on 
your recommendations? 

• What could/should change in your 
work to make it easier for your client 
to use? 

Understand problems your clients 
confront 
This happens at several levels – for 
business clients, from your front-line 
contact right through the organisational 
hierarchy. 

By understanding the everyday 
problems or challenges faced by the 
individual with whom you deal, you’ll 
get an important perspective on his/her 
individual needs within the organisation. 

• How does your work impact that 
individual’s KPIs or next management 
appraisal? 

Roll that all the way up to an enterprise-
wide level. 

• What are the pressures and 
challenges the organisation faces? 

• What are the problems that your work 
is directed to managing or alleviating? 

• How significant is your work and what 
is its impact on the enterprise? 

Understand what industry leaders 
are up to 
Not all your clients will be at the 
forefront of their respective fields. It’s 
worth a close look at how the “out there” 
industry leaders and others racing 
for market dominance use your work 
or services similar to those you offer. 
Consider how industry leaders relate to 
expert professional service providers. 

Often, you can understand more about 
the latent needs of your clients by seeing 
how their serious competitors leverage 
value from their selected experts. 
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Understand changes afoot 
Get a handle on the changes in the “big 
picture” – political, economic, social, 
technological – likely to impact your 
clients. 

Legal and regulatory change, dynamics 
of financial markets and industrial 
cycles, population and lifestyle changes, 
and the state of knowledge and tools 
available to your clients to respond will 
translate into new and different needs. 

Each client’s strategic planning horizon 
becomes your horizon in planning your 
business with them. 

Understand what excites your clients 
Comprehension of needs is incomplete 
without a clear grasp of those needs 
(or, more likely, wants) which matter 
to the point of creating some level of 
excitement about what it is you can do 
and/or how you can deliver it. 

Only by focusing on those factors 
which can take your service offering 
beyond merely “measuring up” will you 
understand how to differentiate yourself 
sufficiently to excite the right attention 
from your client. 

Opening serious, in-depth conversations 
with clients about their needs and wants 
will arm you with essential information 
to respond appropriately and profitably 
for both parties, and to stimulate 
favourable decisions and action. 
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About client satisfaction …
Each year for nearly two decades, I’ve conducted many research projects, 
both on behalf of professional service firm clients, and at an industry level. 

Here are some of the conclusions •	 High levels of client satisfaction 
drawn from my experience. (9 out of 10 or above) correlate 

•	 Clients who report their overall with high profit opportunities (but 

status as “satisfied” (or less than 6 do not automatically translate to 

out of 10) are often on the brink of profitability). 

becoming your competitor’s client. •	 My findings are in line with those 
of leading researchers in other •	 The minimum level of client 
industries.satisfaction from which professional 

service firms can draw any comfort at Client satisfaction is worth the effort 
all is “very satisfied” – at least 8 out – keeping a client is mostly a vastly 
of 10. better option than competing for a new 

one! •	 Professionals are often more 
concerned than their clients about And, yes, there are a few clients who 
price. you, and everyone else, can never 

•	 Clients now regard high levels of satisfy. 

responsiveness and accessibility as a 
“given” – returning calls promptly is 
not a service edge. 

•	 To understand client satisfaction with 
your firm, you need to benchmark it 
against their satisfaction with your 
competitors’ service. 

•	 You can’t afford to rest on client 
satisfaction until you are rated 
“outstanding” in every important 
category – even then, if your 
competitors are similarly rated, you’ll 
have to do a whole lot more work. 
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Painful to replace
No one is irreplaceable.  No expert, no professional, no one.  But if you want 
to push yourself up the continuum towards “irreplaceable” status, here are 
some things to work on. 

Don’t just focus on routine work – no 
matter how profitable. Work that can 
easily be reduced to a set of rules, 
routines, instructions, or procedures, 
is only work which will make it easy 
for you to be replaced – either with a 
lower priced competitor, someone more 
convenient, another professional who 
seduces your client, or to “offshoring”. 

Deft negotiation is hard to replace. 
Work which requires subtle negotiation, 
expert conflict resolution skills, and 
other truly bespoke creativity on the 
fly pushes you up the irreplacability 
continuum. 

Empathy with your client is a winner. 
Really getting to grips with a client, 
their business, and what matters to 
them will make the difference and is a 
great formula. Truly caring:  sincerely, 
genuinely, deeply caring. 

Create a truly new service. Best of all, 
invent a service that the client didn’t 
even know they were missing. A great 
way to become more valuable is to do 
high-quality conceptual work which is 
difficult and risky to substitute. 

Don’t do work which a computer can 
do faster. Leverage technology and 
the internet to deliver your services 
rather than simply doing the same old 
low-tech stuff, the same old way, at the 
same old price. 

Don’t spend professional time doing 
work which could be handled by a 
paraprofessional. If a paraprofessional 
(paralegal, clerk, early-career 
professional, or some less expensive 
resource) can do the work adequately, 
then stop doing it yourself.  Delegate. 
Find a way to manage it so you can 
be certain the client is both perfectly 
satisfied and benefits from lower cost of 
production. 

Ensure that you and your service 
appeal aesthetically and emotionally. 
Prosperous clients will pay for what 
feels “right” and matches their self- or 
corporate-image. Make certain you look 
like a right-fit, reflect their business values, 
and go well beyond the merely functional. 

These same clients want to feel cared 
for, and “at home” with the values and 
behaviours of you and your colleagues. 

There are some ways you can avert 
risks of commoditisation and preserve 
the premium pricing which can attach a 
unique professional service experience 
you may offer. Most clients want more 
than mere correct technical advice 
- and they will reward you for it with a 
professional future. 

To sell your expert professional service 
you need to satisfy each client’s quest 
to be cared for and achieve their 
superordinate goals. To maintain 
– or increase – premium pricing, avoid 
commoditisation and pursue high 
customisation. 
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