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Introduction

Growing a Consulting 
Firm is Hard Work. 
Because most firms are project-based each year brings a higher level of client attrition 

than other organizations would find comfortable. Generating 30% top-line revenue 

often requires finding as much as twice that from new clients. Yet, delighting existing 

clients is generally job number one. Without a healthy base of highly engaged, trusting 

clients growth is simply impossible. At times it feels like walking a tight-wire. 

As it turns out, managing at this intersection of pipeline and 

delivery is critical to growth. In fact, of the fastest growing 

consulting firms, 81% excel at managing this unique balance. If 

you want to figure out how to grow your firm, there’s no better 

place than there to start.

“Of the fastest 
growing firms, 
81% excel at 
balancing 
business 
development 
and client 
service.”
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A Delicate Balance: 
Managing at the 
Intersection of 
Pipeline and Delivery 
is the Top Challenge to 
Firm Growth
Consulting firms have seen sizable growth in 2023, but sustaining success 

will require managing better at the unique intersection of business 

development and client service.

For the third straight year, we 

commissioned research to better 

understand the challenges firms 

face in driving growth. This year, we 

specifically looked at the progress firms 

are making in building high-performing 

lead generation programs, sustaining a 

strong business development pipeline, 

and balancing business development 

and client service. This year’s survey 

included 269 U.S. based firms with 

revenue greater than $5M. 

Chapter 1:

The survey was conducted in July 2023 and looked at:

 The performance of firms’ lead generation programs, 

pipeline development efforts, and revenue performance 

year-to-date

 Challenges firms face in growing their firms and 

managing at the intersection of business development 

and client delivery

 The sales and marketing behaviors of the fastest-

growing firms
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MOST FIRMS GREW BETWEEN 2020 - 2023

For most firms, the last three years have 

been good ones. For the third year in a 

row, leads, pipeline value and revenue 

are all up. In fact, the majority of firms 

reported growth in these areas with 57% 

generating more leads and 67% growing 

their pipeline through the first 6 months 

of 2023, compared to the last 6 months 

of 2022. In total, 80% of firms tell us that 

their overall financial performance has 

somewhat or substantially improved 

in 2023 relative to the first half of 2022 

(which was a great year for most firms). 

LEAD GENERATION AND CLIENT SATISFACTION ARE 
SEEN AS THE TOP GROWTH CHALLENGES

To look more narrowly at the topic, we asked firm leaders to rank order five specific 

growth challenges. Despite most firms reporting they are seeing more leads, 28% of 

firms ranked “generating enough quality leads to build a healthy new business pipeline” 

as their number one challenge. This tells us that for a lot of firms while the quantity 

of leads is there, the quality of ideal clients they’re attracting may not be. Interestingly, 

an equivalent 

percentage of 

firms see keeping 

clients happy 

as their number 

one growth 

challenge. 

A Delicate BalanceChapter 1:

Relative to one year ago, consulting 
firms’ overall performance has...

Most firms see generating new leads or  
delighting existing clients as their #1 growth challenge

Substantially deteriorated 1.5%

Generating enough quality leads 28.2%

Somewhat deteriorated 7.4%

Clsing our “fair share” of new business 11.2%

Somewhat improved 61.7%

Maintaining a healthy backlog 13.4%

Substantially improved 29.4%

Juggling new business with existing clients 19.0%

Keeping existing clients highly satisfied 28.2%

Rattleback / August 2023 / n=269

Rattleback / August 2023 / n=269

https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/lead-generation-process-professional-services-firms/
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Taken together – it’s clear to us that 

managing this balance of new business 

and delivery is the single most pressing 

challenge to sustained growth in most 

consulting firms.

Most firms feel they’re effective in this 

area. Though, as we’ll find later, the firms 

that are exceptional at managing this 

delicate balance bring unique mindsets, 

systems, and processes to the task. And, 

they’re much more likely to drive high 

growth as a result.

WORKING MORE EFFICIENTLY AND RETAINING 
KEY PEOPLE – THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES FIRMS 
FACE WHEN BALANCING NEW BUSINESS AND 
CLIENT SERVICE

Next, we looked more narrowly at the challenges related to the unique art of managing 

at the intersection of business development and client service. For mid-sized firms, it’s 

a fine balance allocating resources to marketing and business development while also 

providing clients with stellar service.

Managing client work efficiently topped the list, with 26% saying it’s their number one 

challenge.  And in second and third place? Attracting and retaining either “talented 

client delivery 

leads” to manage 

the work 

or “talented 

consultants” to 

deliver on the 

work. 

 

A Delicate BalanceChapter 1:

Most firms effectively balance  
new business and client service

Not at all effective 0.4%

Not very effective 6.7%

Somewhat effective 33.8%

Very effective 48.0%

Extremely effective 11.2%

Rattleback / August 2023 / n=269

Most firms see efficiency as the #1 challenge in  
managing at the intersection of pipeline and delivery

Managing client work efficiently 25.3%

Attracting talented consultants 23.4%

Attracting client delivery leads 22.3%

Marketing and delivery team collaboration 15.2%

Buy-in from SMEs for marketing and BD 13.8%

Rattleback / August 2023 / n=269
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Somewhat to our surprise, firms see finding great people to guide client relationships 

as more difficult than finding capable teams to deliver. Even though the gap is slim, it 

reinforces that client service talent continues to be in especially high demand.

Lastly, operational efficiency ranked as the #1 hurdle. This tells us that many firms 

believe they still have room to optimize workflows, improve resource allocation, and 

accelerate overall operational performance.

A HEALTHY REMINDER – SALES, MARKETING AND 
DELIVERY ARE INTER-CONNECTED

The best firms realize that all these things are inter-connected. High-performance 

lead generation programs require healthy collaboration between sales, marketing, and 

delivery teams. Delivering on client promises requires great people both managing 

and delivering the work. Highly engaged people lead to highly engaged clients. And 

delighted clients provide robust client referrals that result in a healthy pipeline. In the 

pages that follow we’ll explore how the best firms build this virtuous circle that makes 

it happen.

A Delicate BalanceChapter 1:

“To clients marketing, business 
development and delivery are just  
one thing—client experience.”
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How Clients Buy: 
Deconstructing the 
Modern Buying Journey 
Some of the best research on B2B buying over the last few years highlights 

a variety of new “buying behaviors.” While some of the behaviors are new, 

has the process really changed? We think not.

The process by which clients hire consulting firms feels messy and chaotic. Clients 

struggle through a malaise of identifying and prioritizing their biggest organizational 

challenges. They form cross-functional buying groups to diagnose those challenges and 

select potential firms to hire. And sometimes they drag those firms through a gauntlet 

of information requests and interviews to make a decision. Having a model to describe 

how it all works is critical to 1) prioritizing marketing resources and 2) isolating your 

marketing and business development strategies.

We developed the Rattleback Arc of the Client’s Journey to make sense of it all. This 

model represents the 4 stages a client goes through on their journey to becoming a 

client -- learning, vetting, discussing and hiring. It presents a relatively clean view 

of how clients navigate their way 

through the process of first discovering 

a problem to be solved to eventually 

working with your firm to solve it. It’s 

clean and it’s simple. But does it hold 

up in the face of everything that’s 

happened over the last 5 years?

Chapter 2:

Arc of the Client’s Journey

Vetting Discussing

HiringLearning

https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/buying-process-professional-services-clients/
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5 Notable B2B Buying Trends
The short answer is yes. But, before we 

get there, let’s look at how client buying 

behavior has changed or accelerated 

over the last 5 years. Based on Gartner’s 

research into B2B buying, we see 5 

notable trends:

How Clients BuyChapter 2:

5

Note: Any data referenced in this chapter, unless 
specifically stated otherwise, comes from Gartner.

1 2

Purchases being 

made by larger 

groups

More B2B  

purchases represent 

organizational change 

initiatives

3 4

The buying process 

is even less linear

Content is confusing  

not illuminating

Clients are spending less time with sellers

TREND 1
Purchases Being Made by Larger Groups

Almost all clients are seeking to build internal consensus on a purchase long before 

they agree to make it. They recognize that the success (or failure) of any endeavor 

hinges on gaining buy-in from within. This is particularly true of any consulting 

project. If everyone agrees a project needs to be done and can see a vision of a better 

reality, they’re much more likely to be an ally in the journey. 

As a result, clients increasingly rely on buying groups to make decisions on which 

firms to evaluate, short-list, and hire. As of 2019, Gartner estimated the typical buying 

committee for any B2B purchase grew from roughly 5 people to nearly 11. In practice, 

post-COVID, a buying committee can be as large as a client chooses to make it. There are 

no limitations. How many people can we cram into one Zoom call? There’s your buying 

group.  Clients will involve people both up-and-down and across the organization 

throughout their buying process. This is true whether you meet all of them or not.
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TREND 2 
More B2B Purchases Represent Organizational Change Initiatives

The purchase of consulting services has always represented a desire for some level 

of organizational change. But it appears that many more B2B purchase decisions 

are increasingly connected to larger organizational change initiatives. Even that 

simple salestech integration that seems straightforward on the surface might require 

significant process and behavioral change throughout the organization. In fact, B2B 

buyers estimate that half of the purchases they make will have some implications on 

organizational structure. 

What does this mean? It means that a client’s decision to hire your firm hinges heavily 

on the confidence they have in their organization’s ability to change. Even a consulting 

assignment you see as tactical in nature may represent some meaningful level of 

organizational change management needed to realize the benefits. You must account 

for this in all your marketing and business development activities.

TREND 3
The Buying Process Is Even Less Linear

Buying and selling models have depicted the process as a simple, linear progression 

forever. This, of course, has never been true. The Arc of the Client’s Buying Journey 

was purposely structured as an arc for this reason. It represents all the activities 

that clients must accomplish in order to hire you. To some extent, clients have always 

bounced back and forth between these different activities rather than exploring 

them in a sequence. Now, it’s just more visible because so much of the buying process 

is digital.

Gartner describes this as the “jobs to be done” that a buying group must accomplish 

to make a purchase decision. They argue that clients essentially loop in and out 

of the jobs on their journey towards a purchase decision. Also of interest is that 

they point out that these “jobs” are being done both “digitally” and “with a sales rep” 

equally and simultaneously.

How Clients BuyChapter 2:
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TREND 4
Content is Confusing Not Illuminating

The content explosion of the last 15 years simply has no bounds. During the pandemic, every 

firm marketing and editorial leader we spoke with told us the same thing. “We published 

more in the last 3 months than we did in the last 3 years.” This continues unabated with AI 

adding kindling to the fire. The number of podcasts have grown exponentially over the last 

15 years. The cost of this explosion is now coming to roost. Collectively, we have flooded the 

zone with content. There’s simply too much for clients to deal with. 

The worst part of this is that clients find much of this 

information to be conflicting. They’re not sure what to believe 

or what solution to trust. This leaves them confused. And it 

exacerbates their very real instinct to ... do nothing! 

To be clear, this does not mean stop publishing. It does mean, 

however, establishing strict quality standards for what you publish 

and when you publish it. And it also means making sure that 

everyone in your organization understands it -- particularly those 

that are expected to sell from it and deliver services based on it.

TREND 5 
Clients are Spending Less Time Meeting with Sellers

On average, when making a B2B purchase, clients are only spending 17% of their time 

meeting with potential suppliers. Obviously, this percentage shrinks when you isolate 

the time a buyer spends with any one firm. In fact, Gartner estimates that only 5-6% of 

the total buying time might be spent with any one individual firm. 

As it relates to hiring a consulting firm this is only true for some firms. For firms that 

have positioned themselves as a recognized expert or trusted advisor, this percentage 

goes up dramatically. In fact, we would argue that clients are spending more of their 

time with firms that occupy that space in their minds. They’re turning to those trusted 

advisors to help them make sense of the noise in the market. 

Where else are they spending their time? Notably, clients are spending 27% of their 

time “researching independently online.” In fact, it’s the place where clients spend most 

of their time in the purchase process. So, yes, that thought leadership that’s flooding 

the zone is getting consumed. Predominantly online.

How Clients BuyChapter 2:

Number of podcasts

90k

2006 2011 2016 2021

3.5M

Source: The Podcast Index
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This predilection for an increasingly digital experience extends itself into the 

discussion, hiring and delivery process as well. Sometimes by request, other times by 

necessity, clients have become much more comfortable with digital-first or digital-

only buying experiences. As an example, one of the research partners we work with 

has collapsed the entire hiring and delivery process into a “conversation free” digital 

experience. All information pertaining to a research request can be submitted online. A 

quote is provided through DocuSign. A survey draft can be written, uploaded, approved, 

and deployed through their web-based portal. And survey results are dropped right 

into our Survey Monkey account. And it can all happen without a single conversation.

IN SUMMARY: THE ACTIVITIES ARE CHANGING BUT 
THE BUYING PROCESS REMAINS THE SAME

Yes, clients are exhibiting new buying 

behaviors. They’re spending more time 

online. They’re spending less time with 

your people (unless they see them as a 

true expert and trusted advisor). They’re 

buying more cross-functionally. They’re 

involving more people in the buying 

process. They’re more concerned about 

validating that they’re making the right 

decision. And they’re hyper focused on 

building internal consensus. 

The 4 stages — learning, vetting, 

discussing, and hiring — remain largely 

unchanged. These 4 stages exist to help 

clients solve the “jobs to be done” within the buying process. Your job, from now and 

forever more, is to help clients do each of their buying jobs more easily and effectively. 

Sources for this Chapter:  
Gartner, “5 Ways the Future of B2B Buying Will Rewrite the Rules of Effective Selling” and “Win More B2B Sales Deals.”

How Clients BuyChapter 2:

5. Validation
“We think we know the right answer, but we need to be sure.”

6. Consensus Creation
“We need to get everyone on board.”

1. Problem 
Indentification

“We need  
to do  

something.”

2. Solution  
Exploration
“What’s out  

there to solve  
our problem?”

3. Requirements 
Building

“What exactly 
do we need  

the purchase  
to do?”

4. Supplier  
Selection
“Does this  

do what we  
want it to?”

Learning DiscussingVetting Hiring

Source: Gartner, Win More B2B Sales Deals

Rattleback’s 4 Stages of Buying
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https://www.gartner.com/en/sales/insights/b2b-buying-journey
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Taking Control: 
Embracing a Value-
Based Selling Approach 
to Guide New Clients 
into Your Firm 
The traditional business development playbook for professional services 

firms is on life support. To thrive in today’s competitive environment, 

embrace an expertise-first approach that puts you in the driver’s seat. 

For decades, professional services firms followed the same playbook — build personal 

relationships with potential clients and let business follow in time. This model relied on 

rainmakers leveraging their networks to land new accounts. This was largely done in 

person. The operating belief was simple: “People do business with people they like.”

Today, that kind of thinking could be the reason your pipeline has tapered to a slow, 

inconsistent drip. 

As we pointed out in Chapter 2, clients’ buying behaviors have rapidly evolved, making 

casual relationship-building incredibly difficult. In the digital-first buying era, your 

connections are only as strong as your Wifi. And that’s not your only challenge. 

Buying committees now span functions, geographies, and levels. Consensus must be 

built between disparate stakeholders. In this complex environment, clients increasingly 

do business with people they THINK like.

Chapter 3:
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Taking ControlChapter 3:

RELATIONSHIP-FIRST SELLING IS HINDERING YOUR 
FIRM’S GROWTH

The traditional sales approach — reliant on relationships first — hasn’t evolved with 

the realities of business operations in today’s digital-first landscape. 

If you’re like a lot of firms, this traditional approach starts with a heavy focus on 

building personal connections — taking clients golfing, going to dinner, serving on a 

board, or networking at industry events. The aim is to make personal connections now 

that will lead to business at some point in the future. But this dynamic reinforces an 

impression that your firm is just one in a sea of interchangeable options, rather than an 

expert with a unique perspective. And operating this way isn’t the only sales pitfall. 

Lead generation is the next area where traditional sales models can steer firms off 

course. Historically, the responsibility to generate business falls almost exclusively 

on practice leaders and consultants who are expected to bring in leads through 

conferences and other means of organic networking. There’s a great deal of investment 

in unpredictable, inconsistent results. And referrals? They’re treated as a golden 

ticket, even when they come from sources that don’t fully grasp the firm’s capabilities 

appropriately, leaving firms with engagements that aren’t the right fit.

Under this traditional (read: transactional) model, clients drive the buying process 

from start to finish. They define the scope of projects and issues while firms line up 

to respond to RFPs. This puts the emphasis on price rather than expertise, as clients 

weigh options for the lowest bidder to execute on parameters they dictated. It also 

assumes purchasing decisions happen in a vacuum when, in reality, they involve 

multiple stakeholders.

 Let clients take the lead instead of being proactive.

 Wait for an RFP, limiting your role in driving the conversation. 

 Let the client define the problem and shape the project, instead 

of educating them on the art of the possible. 

You’ve relied on the  
old-school method of 
selling for too long if:
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Taking ControlChapter 3:

When potential clients control the journey, it’s much harder for your firm to 

meaningfully set itself apart. The result is that clients see firms as vendors that are 

selected based on fees first and expertise second, setting the stage for a transactional 

relationship instead of a fruitful partnership. 

THE NEW MODEL: TAKE CONTROL WITH AN 
EXPERTISE-FIRST SALES APPROACH

In a way, the relationship-first sales approach was a bit like improv theater. Practice 

leaders were like actors in a play reacting to clients as they set the scene. In a digital-first 

selling motion, you’re writing the script and putting your firm in the director’s chair.

With this clarity, you’re primed to develop original perspectives that translate into thought 

leadership content: bylined articles, research reports, speeches, webinars, and more.

In a digital-first firm, your lead generation effort is fueled by thought leadership 

content that engages and educates your ideal clients. Your marketing strategy supports 

these efforts through audience building via search, social, email, and more. Some leads 

come inbound, others through targeted outreach with useful, relevant thinking. (We 

recommend the one-two punch of organic and paid marketing strategies.)

Begin by intensely focusing on your ideal clients and honing your 
positioning. Spotlight your firm’s specialized problem-solving 
skills based on three distinct attributes:

 Who you  

help.  

Laser focus on 

the specific client 

profiles that your 

services can best 

help.

 Why you  

are unique. 

Define the 

proprietary 

approaches, 

methodologies, or 

innovations that set 

you apart.

 The value  

you provide. 

Quantify and 

promote the 

tangible outcomes 

and impact you 

deliver for clients.

https://www.rattleback.com/insights/ebooks/thought-leadership-handbook/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/ebooks/thought-leadership-handbook/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/lead-generation-process-professional-services-firms/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/professional-services-marketing-framework/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/effective-positioning-consulting-firms/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/effective-positioning-consulting-firms/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/defining-your-ideal-client/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/defining-your-ideal-client/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/defining-your-ideal-client/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/defining-your-ideal-client/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/defining-your-ideal-client/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/develop-your-firms-point-of-view-guide/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/develop-your-firms-point-of-view-guide/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/develop-your-firms-point-of-view-guide/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/develop-your-firms-point-of-view-guide/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/develop-your-firms-point-of-view-guide/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/develop-your-firms-point-of-view-guide/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/consulting-firm-case-study-best-practices/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/consulting-firm-case-study-best-practices/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/consulting-firm-case-study-best-practices/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/consulting-firm-case-study-best-practices/
https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/consulting-firm-case-study-best-practices/
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As a result, you’ll find your conversations with prospects begin organically, driven by 

the way you think and solve problems — not about where you hope to go for lunch. 

Remember that it’s less about “people doing business with people they like” and more 

about “people doing business with experts they THINK like.” 

Personal relationships may develop over time, but they derive from the initial value 

you provide.

THE MODERN SALES APPROACH SHAPES THE NEW 
BUYER’S JOURNEY

With you in the director’s chair, the buying process becomes a true collaboration, not a 

reactive response to rigid RFPs. You play an advisory role – guiding new clients through 

the process of framing their problem, identifying potential solutions, and gaining 

internal alignment from the get-go. 

With the expertise-led way of selling, buying decisions are ultimately based on the 

firm’s proven abilities, POV, and position to deliver maximum value — not just the 

lowest bid. This consensus is enabled by your readily accessible thought leadership, 

providing validation, and inviting buy-in across all levels of the client organization. Not 

just with your one or two established connections.

Taking ControlChapter 3:

“Modern buyers do business with people 
they THINK like.”

https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/point-of-view-to-differentiate-from-competition/
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From order taker to order maker. Rather than waiting for the client’s direction on the next steps, 

they lead the process by advising on the most logical path forward based on their expertise. They 

lean on their knowledge to proactively set project scope guardrails rather than let the client 

narrowly define terms. This paves the way to bring in outside partners and specialists to fill any 

capability gaps, if necessary.

From responding to RFPs to shaping solutions. Instead of chasing volume by responding to RFPs, 

they focus resources on developing and sharing thought leadership that offers clients a better 

way to solve their problems. They aim to influence the procurement processes upstream rather 

than keep up with the downstream torrent of proposals.

From firm-focused to client-focused. The solutions a firm presents should aim to address the 

client’s wants and needs first and foremost. This may mean less revenue or margin in the short-

term. It may even require walking away when your firm isn’t the best fit. Regardless, guiding a 

potential new client to the best solution for them is the best way to earn trust over the long-term.

From one single option to tailored options. Rather than providing a single proposal, the best 

firms offer potential clients multiple solutions that illustrate different combinations of risk and 

reward. This demonstrates how their IP and expertise can be delivered in various ways to match 

the client’s preferences. It also demonstrates a willingness to be flexible in their methodology, 

which is critical to many enterprise buyers.

From billable hours to value-based pricing. To be a leading firm, abandon an hourly billing model 

in favor of pricing based on the value you provide. Whenever possible, the price you charge should 

reflect your ability to unlock results. Not the amount of time it takes you to deliver them.

Taking ControlChapter 3:

FIVE WAYS TO SHIFT YOUR MINDSET TO A MODERN 
SELLING APPROACH

The modern sales approach represents a seismic shift for many organizations 

accustomed to legacy models. What does this transformation look like when firms 

embrace a client-first, expertise-driven mindset?

While the change may feel daunting, leading firms pave the way 
by adopting five key principles:

1

2

3

4

5

https://www.rattleback.com/insights/articles/state-of-modern-selling-in-professional-services/
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Lessons from the 
Leaders: How the Best 
Consulting Firms 
Balance New Business 
and Client Service to 
Drive Growth 
The intersection of pipeline and delivery is a high-wire act. Get it right, and 

your consulting firm will likely see strong, sustained growth. Get it wrong, 

and your revenue and profit suffers.  

In our recent survey of 269 consulting firms across the U.S., we found that the fastest 

growing firms (those with over 20% revenue growth in the past year) were extremely 

effective at managing this intersection. In fact, 81% rated themselves as extremely 

effective here, compared to just 6% of other firms.

So, what’s their secret? What is it that these firms do differently to build a robust pipeline 

while delivering stellar client service? We conducted a “Leaders vs. Laggards” analysis of 

the data to find out. 

Chapter 4:
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The Leaders included 30 firms who rated 

themselves as “extremely effective” at 

balancing business development and 

client service. In other words, these 

firms are exceptional at managing at 

the intersection of pipeline and delivery. 

The Laggards were 19 firms who rated 

themselves as “not at all effective” or “not 

very effective” here. 

We compared mindsets, systems, and 

behaviors between these two firm sets 

based on how they answered questions 

related to firm growth, pipeline growth 

and client satisfaction. The insights we 

uncovered reveal how the best firms 

design and manage the pipeline-to-delivery 

intersection for robust business growth. 

THREE KEY GROWTH AND DELIVERY STRATEGIES 
ADOPTED BY SUCCESSFUL FIRMS

The savviest firms know how critical it 

is to manage the intersection of pipeline 

and delivery strategically. They’ll also 

tell you it’s no walk in the park. It 

takes investment in time, people, and 

resources:

Lessons from the LeadersChapter 4:

 Enabling coordinated sales and operations.

 Allowing more agile adoption of technologies to 

maximize efficiency.

 Attracting top talent by offering the opportunity to 

work on coveted, high-growth accounts.

Most firms effectively balance new 
business and client service

Not at all effective 0.4%

Not very effective 6.7%

Somewhat effective 33.8%

48.0%Very effective 48.0%

Extremely effective 11.2%

Rattleback / August 2023 / n=269

Laggards

Leaders

Aligning pipeline and delivery unlocks 
growth by:
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STRATEGY 1
The Right Mindset for Success

The key differentiator starts with a mindset, or how Leaders view the interconnected 

nature of pipeline and delivery. They recognize that siloed functions within a firm stifle 

the business’s ability to grow. Collaboration, on the other hand, is the fuel that drives 

and sustains growth.

What does collaboration look like? In a high-performing firm, marketing and delivery 

teams engage in regular knowledge sharing. Thought leadership is nurtured through 

collaboration between subject matter experts who spend their time consulting with 

individual clients and marketing teams who focus on tracking the wider industry 

landscape. This cross-pollination breeds a well-rounded knowledge base that yields 

higher quality thought leadership. It helps these firms attract ideal clients and serve 

existing ones more effectively.

These leading 

firms also 

embrace dual 

metrics of client 

satisfaction 

and consultant 

utilization. 

While utilization 

targets are 

crucial to 

managing for 

profitability, 

chasing them at 

the expense of 

generating accretive client value is shortsighted. Satisfied clients drive growth through 

referrals, repeat business, and expanded engagements.

Without this mindset, the risks are real. Silos block expertise sharing that could 

create more resonant thought leadership and higher-value solutions. And neglecting 

client satisfaction damages referral pipelines and retention. Growth-oriented leaders 

understand happy clients and cross-functional harmony unlock sustained success. They 

cultivate a collaborative culture, blending varied expertise into revenue-driving insight.

Lessons from the LeadersChapter 4:

The best firms bring the right mindset...
Laggards Leaders

1 = Strongly 
Disagree

5 = Strongly 
Agree
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Our marketing team collaborates 
with our delivery teams to develop 

high-value marketing programs.

Our most important metric 
is client satisfaction.

Our most important  
metric is utilization.

2.84

3.42

3.05

4.76

4.53

4.13
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STRATEGY 2
Effective Systems Built for Business Development and Delivery

Where pipeline and delivery intersect, you’ll find the most successful firms using and 

investing more effectively in technology systems like CRMs and project management 

tools. Not only do they look to these tools to give them key insights about their existing 

and ideal clients, but they also rely on them to provide clear visibility into pipelines and 

backlogs, giving them confident foresight into likely wins and timing of engagements.

Project management systems like Deltek prove pivotal to precise resource planning as 

new work arrives. And with granular visibility into engagement progress, consultants 

can be optimally assigned based on up-to-date context.

Without these systems, firms fly blind, risking overbooking or underbooking. 

Overbooking strains delivery and leads to dissatisfied clients. On the other hand, 

underbooking hurts utilization, revenue, and profitability. But with scalable systems 

and process diligence to drive visibility in pipeline, backlog, and delivery planning and 

guesswork disappears. 

The investment 

pays off: 

Replacing gut 

instinct with 

data-driven 

decisions directly 

correlates 

to client 

satisfaction and 

revenue growth.

Lessons from the LeadersChapter 4:

They invest in systems...
Laggards Leaders

1 = Strongly 
Disagree

5 = Strongly 
Agree
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We have clear visability into our 
pipeline and backlog. We can 

confidently say what will close when.

Our project delivery system gives 
us ample visibility into each client 

engagement. We can appropriately 
resource our people and client work.

3.32

2.84

4.33

4.37
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STRATEGY 3
Emphasizing Operational Discipline 

Mindset and systems only thrive with diligent operational discipline, the third success 

strategy of Leaders. These top performers hold regular sales meetings to review 

pipelines, backlogs, and staffing needs. Partners and managers adhere to CRM best 

practices like maintaining clear visibility on completed tasks, keeping tabs on pending 

opportunities, and analyzing their sales forecast regularly. Of course, it doesn’t stop 

when the work is won. The best firms maintain this same level of discipline in new 

client kick-offs and through delivery.

This type of 

operational 

discipline 

provides firms 

with consistency 

and day-to-day 

structure that 

turns into a 

competitive 

advantage. By 

maintaining 

diligence around 

processes and best practices, they’re able to sustain clarity and focus even amid rapid 

growth. It unlocks their capacity to balance delivery quality and generates the insights 

and responsiveness necessary for adjusting resources and plans in fluid situations.  

As other firms stumble reactively, disciplined operators enable agility, consistency, and 

breakthrough performance. In short, discipline translates process into profit, turning 

the day-to-day structure into sustained success in volatile markets. It is the lynchpin 

that allows great strategies and systems to achieve their fullest potential.

Lessons from the LeadersChapter 4:

They bring discipline to daily operations.
Laggards Leaders

1 = Strongly 
Disagree

5 = Strongly 
Agree
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We have a regular weekly sales 
meeting to review our pipeline, 

our backlog, and plan for the 
staffing of new client work.

Our partners and practice 
managers are diligent about using 

our CRM to keep track of their 
pipeline and project pursuits.

3.16

3.21

4.60

4.67
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TRANSFORM YOUR FIRM’S GROWTH STRATEGY 
WITH THREE CORE MANAGEMENT METHODS

We recommend three steps to drive your firm’s growth strategy:

Lessons from the LeadersChapter 4:

 1 Foster Collaboration.

  Start by cultivating a collaborative mindset between marketing and 

delivery teams. The experts that deliver the work are not inherently 

more valuable than the teams that generate the work in the first place. 

The inverse is not true either. Recognize the value that each holds that 

the other could learn from and ensure they work closely together.

 2 Measure What Matters.

  Explore metrics beyond utilization. Get serious about client loyalty 

and engagement. Stop thinking about NPS as a number to be gamed. 

In fact, think beyond NPS and consider metrics like Earned Growth 

Rate to get a more accurate measure of client engagement. Make client 

loyalty, and possibly even client love, your firm’s central purpose.

 3 Embrace Operational Discipline.

  But mindsets, measurement, and systems won’t suffice. Any 

technology is only as good as the effort you put into it. Make 

discipline a part of your firm’s DNA through regular pipeline reviews, 

implementing CRM best practices, and prioritizing continuous 

improvement in your client onboarding and ongoing delivery efforts.
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Drive Growth with the 
Right Mindset, Systems, 
and Operational 
Discipline   
Mindset guides strategy, systems enable visibility, and discipline drives 

consistent execution. Together, these principles unlock the full potential at 

the crossroads of pipeline and delivery.
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APPENDIX: FIRMOGRAPHICS AND DEMOGRAPHICS 
OF THE SUPPORTING RESEARCH
This eBook relied heavily on research produced by Rattleback in the 2nd Quarter of 

2023. That research consisted of an online survey of 269, U.S. based consulting firms 

fielded between 7/24/23 – 7/27/23. Respondents consisted of a relatively equal mix of 

CEOs, firm, practice, business development, and marketing leaders. Firms ranged in 

revenue from $5M to over $100M. And, primarily included a mix of IT services, strategy, 

operations, and HR consulting firms.
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Firmographics and demographics
N=269

20% 16% 19%14% 21% 9%

$5M - 10M

$10M - 20M Not Sure$50M - 100M

$20M - 50M $100M+

30+30+25+12+3+I
A/E
3%

Strategy
30%

Discipline

IT Services
30%

Operations
25%

HR
12%

31+25+10+34+I
Practice 
Manager

31%

Job Role

Biz Dev
25%

Marketing
10%

CEO/COO
Managing 
Partner

34%
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