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INTRODUCTION: THE POWER OF PRINCIPLES

The Saints did not pray to the Good Lord for instruction on what to do. The Bible was already clear on what was expected of them. Nevertheless, the Saints got down on their knees every day of their lives—to pray that, in spite of daily temptations, they could find the courage and strength to do the right thing.

—Old Mexican Proverb

There are relatively few new ideas in business, if any at all. How often can one repeat the basic advice of “Listen to your clients, provide outstanding service, train your people, look for and eliminate inefficiencies, and act like team players?” The problem, clearly, is not in figuring out what to do. Rather, the problem is to find the strength and courage to do what we know to be right.

Professional firms expend immense efforts trying to get their people to do the “right” things through systems, structures, and monetary incentives. Not only have all of these frequently failed to create excellence, but they also leave a bad taste in the mouth. “Do it and we’ll pay you” smacks more of prostitution than of professionalism. In discussing recommended courses of action with my consulting clients, I repeatedly find myself saying “This is not only good business, but it’s the professional, ethical thing to do!” When something is presented as a management tactic, it is easy to argue with and dismiss. It is harder to argue with a matter of principle.



When something is presented as a management tactic, it iseasy to argue with and dismiss. It is harder to argue with a matter of principle.



Principles (or values) are the most effective management tools a firm can use. Successful firms are differentiated not by their different goals, clever strategies, or special managerial tactics—these are all remarkably similar worldwide. Successful firms are clearly differentiated by a strict adherence to values, i.e., to professionalism.

Do You Maximize or Minimize the Bill?

An example will illustrate the point. Any firm that emphasizes and rewards its professionals for large amounts of personal billable hours (or “utilization”) creates an incentive for people to find ways to maximize the bill on every engagement (perhaps even subconsciously) in order to get credit for as many billable hours as possible. Not surprisingly, clients are increasingly suspicious that this system encourages inefficiency, since the more time it takes the professional to do the work, the more the professional gets paid. (In the practice of law, for example, some corporate clients now hire firms of “legal bill auditors” to examine their outside lawyers’ bills for waste, inefficiency and, in extremely rare cases, fraud.)

Clearly, the ethical and professional thing to do, as the client’s agent, is to work hard in order to achieve the client’s goals at the minimum possible cost to the client on each transaction. It is one thing to charge high fees for productive work. It is an entirely different matter to be inefficient and waste client resources on unnecessary or unproductive activities.

A true professional feels no pressure to run up a client’s bill, knowing that any reduction in revenues caused by being efficient will be more than recompensed by the reputation earned for being honest and trustworthy. A provider that is not efficient in spending the client’s money soon loses the client’s trust and confidence.

Is this an ethical point or a “good business” point? Of course, it is both. Either argument leads to the same conclusion: A good reputation is more valuable than extra income earned through inefficiency. One would like to believe that this is obvious. However, it often happens that when I make this point, many professionals are skeptical. They frequently ask: “How long does it take for the market to recognize your trustworthiness and efficiency and then reward you with new business?” The answer is “very quickly.” Clients are intelligent people and, because they usually employ more than one provider, they can easily recognize differences in quality, cost, service, and attitude. They can, and do, move their business around quickly and reward efficiency promptly.

Evoking the moral argument is not necessary, although it’s still the real one. One should be efficient not only because it’s good business, but because it’s the right thing to do. Doing the right thing is good business! Yet one still hears the argument in professional firms that “I know what I’m doing could be done by a less costly person, but if I delegate it to someone who charges less than I do, our revenues will go down.” Do people making this argument need a lesson in business or a lesson in professional ethics?



Evoking the moral argument is not necessary, although it’s still the real one. One should be efficient not only because it’s good business, but because it’s the right thing to do.



Supervising Client Projects

Another example is found when supervising client engagements. In my book Managing the Professional Service Firm (The Free Press, 1993), I suggested asking junior professionals about their experience on work assignments and whether or not it was usually true that:

 	When tasks and projects were assigned, they understood thoroughly what was expected of them.
 	They understood how their tasks fit into the overall objectives for the engagement.
 	They were kept informed about the things they needed to know in order to do their jobs properly.

 	They received good coaching to help improve performance.
 	They received prompt feedback on their work, good or bad. 
 	They felt that they were a member of a well-functioning team.
 

Every time I discuss this idea with professionals, I ask them what benefits might come from achieving excellence in these areas (i.e., doing all the above thoroughly, every single time). They always provide the following list:

 	Motivated staff
 	Better quality work-product
 	Better trained, skilled staff
 	Less wasted time Lower “write-offs” of unproductive work that can’t be billed
 	More timely delivery of work
 	Greater ability to delegate since staff will be better trained
 	Free up partner time to focus on high-value-added activities
 	Clients would notice better service, more teamwork, more motivation
 

Quality, efficiency, higher profits, and client service. Not a bad list of benefits! The business case for doing well in this area is clear. A little bit of extra time invested in supervising would reap large financial (and nonfinancial) benefits. However, many professionals remain skeptical and argue that they are too busy to do all this, and they point out that “clients won’t pay for supervision time.”

Apart from the fact that this is faulty business reasoning (the return on investment for good supervision is huge), there is a profound moral issue here. Clients entrust professionals with their affairs. In effect, they say, “Here’s my baby, please look after my baby!” As the professional service provider, you cannot say, “Well, I did the right thing. It was the junior staff who dropped the baby on its head.”



Diligence in supervising a client’s transaction is an ethical issue, a matter of responsibility for due care.



When you accept an assignment from a client, good supervision is not optional. Rather, diligence in supervising a client’s transaction is an ethical issue, a matter of responsibility for due care. It’s about professional responsibility and true professionalism. The fact that it’s the high profit thing to do is wonderful, but you should do it because its the right thing to do. Nevertheless, in most professional firms, excellence in project supervision remains the exception rather than the rule.

Caring for Clients

A final example might help. In Chapter 17, I point out that whenever a professional is trying to sell something, there is only one question on the client’s mind: “Why are you trying to sell me something?” There are two possible conclusions the client could come to: First, he or she might believe that the professional is trying to sell something just to get more revenues. Or, second, the client might believe that the professional is trying to sell something because he or she is interested in the client, truly cares, and is sincerely trying to help.

Under what conditions is the sale made? Even if you leave the moral argument aside, it should be clear that new business will be won only to the extent that the client believes that the professional is interested, cares, and is trying to help. Again, the noble path wins. One could argue that the professional’s task is to make the client think that the professional cares, i.e., professionals must learn how to fake sincerity. (Indeed, many sales training courses in professional firms are filled with such tips and tactics.) However, faking sincerity is a prostitute’s tactic, not a professional’s. It may work occasionally, but not as often as real sincerity.



New business will be won only to the extent that the client believes that the professional is interested, cares, and is trying to help.



Is this moral counsel or business advice? Either way, the conclusion is the same. You will get hired, rehired, obtain referrals, and have lessened fee sensitivity to the extent that you care passionately, both about your work and your clients. The only remaining question for the professional is whether or not he or she has the courage to do so.

What Is Professionalism?

This book, although it covers many topics, is mainly about professionalism. I begin with a few reflections on “having fun” and “continual self-improvement” because I believe that true professionalism means the pursuit of excellence, not just competence. Many professionals confess that they are “cruising” below their full potential, and few feel passionate about the majority of their work. Many professionals, I have learned, are not having fun. Low morale and enthusiasm are common.

In significant part, this situation has resulted directly from the financial measures firms have used, especially the emphasis on “production,” which measures only the volume of work, and not its caliber. The prevailing ethos in many firms is “It’s about the money, stupid!” Strict financial controls may get people into compliance, but they will never inspire the extra level of intensity and dedication that creates excellence.



Strict financial controls may get people into compliance, but they will never inspire the extra level of intensity and dedication that creates excellence.



While “having fun” can have many possible meanings, there is a difference between “happiness” and “contentment.” True professionals commit themselves to the pursuit of happiness, and do not allow themselves to lapse into self-satisfied contentment. Professionals and professional firms can restore the fun (and morale and enthusiasm) by committing themselves to a path of true excellence and strict adherence to the highest values. This path will result in greater professional accomplishment, and the (superior) profits and satisfaction that flow from it.

To accomplish this, individuals and firms must recognize that there is a difference between “espoused values” (what they say they believe in) and “values-in-action” (how they actually live their professional lives). (The terms are borrowed from Chris Argyris.) This book is about trying to align professionals’ real-world actions with their true (espoused) values.

In practice, what this means is that individuals and firms must rethink what they manage, measure, and discuss. If you value something, then you must monitor your performance in that area, accept nothing less than excellence, and actively work to learn what to do differently every time you fall short of excellence. Firms must provide help and counsel to those who are encountering difficulties in living up to their standards, in order to help them get back on track. Phrased another way, professionals have to decide on which subjects they are prepared to give “nagging rights.” Professionals are used to being nagged about their production levels. Yet they are rarely nagged about such areas as levels of client service, supervision of junior professionals, or collaboration with each other.

Once professionals have confirmed their core values, they need to design systems which provide “consequences for noncompliance.” By leaving each individual professional to decide for himself or herself what level to achieve in key value areas, firms are in effect saying that the firm, as a society, has no standards that must be adhered to. Excellence in these areas becomes a matter of personal professional choice. This is insufficient if firms are to live up to their values and reap the benefits that flow from the accomplishment of excellence.

“Consequences for noncompliance” need not be, and should not be, punitive. Professionals must live by the slogan “You’re allowed to fail, you’re not allowed to not try.” If someone is exhibiting difficulties in achieving excellence in teamwork or project supervision or client service (or any of the firm’s other core values), this needs to evoke a response from the firm which is characterized by concern, support, assistance, counseling, and everything else possible to help that person become aligned with the firm’s values.



“Consequences for noncompliance” need not be, and should not be, punitive.Professionals must live by the slogan “You’re allowed to fail, you’re not allowed tonot try.”



Doing this will require a special form of management. It will require managers (or leaders, or coaches) who are close enough to know what is going on in their groups so that they can quickly detect when there is noncompliance with firm values. These managers/leaders/coaches must also have the desire, the skills and the time to help other partners improve in areas that are valued.

It is the combination of enforced, common, agreed-upon values, together with the existence of helpful coaches, that will restore teamwork to a professional firm. Common goals and common values define a team. By selecting a few coaches willing to serve their colleagues by accepting responsibility for collective results, firms are more likely to ensure that they live by shared values.



It is the combination of enforced, common, agreed-upon values, together with the existence of helpful coaches, that will restore teamwork to a professional firm.



None of this is about new compensation schemes. The primary mechanisms I propose are new measures (to monitor performance in new areas), and new forms of management (to provide feedback, guidance, and support). It is not effective in trying to preserve a value to say “If you don’t do well according to our values, we’ll just pay you less, and allow you to carry on in the same way.”

If all these fail to get a particular professional aligned with a firm’s values, then, yes, ultimately a compensation adjustment may be required. Compensation adjustment for a professional who performs poorly according to values should exist as a second-order consequence. “Exit” may in an extreme case have to be a third-order consequence for a professional who continually fails, over a long period of time, to live by a firm’s values. However, both compensation adjustments and exit are signs of failure of the core system: sincere efforts by all professionals, supported by their colleagues, to live up to the highest standards in the areas they value.

As noted, the task is not only to clarify and establish values, but find mechanisms to enforce them. Based on ideas contained in this book and in Managing the Professional Service Firm, I often propose the following package to enforce values:

1. Professionals agree to be coached and managed to strictly enforced, agreed-upon standards. Appoint team leaders who are judged solely on the performance of the team, with their own personal statistics being deemed irrelevant. A team leader’s job is to coach team members, and to act as a primary agent for introducing consequences for noncompliance with excellence standards. Preferably, these consequences should consist of help, support, encouragement, and concern.

2. Teamwork is mandatory, not optional. Require every professional to belong to a team, “donating” a minimum number of nonbillable hours to the team, jointly scheduled by the team, with strict accountability for projects committed to.

3. Continual investment must be made in getting better. Every team submits a quarterly nonbillable hour budget showing which actions will be taken in the areas of (a) generating better business, not just more business; (b) lowering the cost to the firm of performing selected professional tasks; (c) becoming more valuable to clients on current tasks; and (d) disseminating skills, horizontally and vertically.

4. Enforce excellence in wise management of clients’ resources and firm’s finances. Measure and track profitability at the engagement level, thereby holding professionals accountable for the profitability of their matters (revenues and costs), not just personal billable hours.

5. Excellence in client satisfaction is an enforced standard. Institute mandatory client feedback on every transaction, with full managerial follow-up, with results to be used in performance counseling and compensation. Eventually, the firm should offer an unconditional satisfaction guarantee.

6. Excellence in managing those you supervise is an enforced professional standard. Institute mandatory “upward feedback” on project supervision performance for every transaction, to enforce good supervision of matters, with strict accountability for results.

7. Personal professional growth is a nonnegotiable minimum standard. Require every professional to demonstrate personal professional/career progress every year (zero tolerance for cruising). Personal progress on a personal strategic plan is a strict accountability.

8. All partners must show a sincere interest in clients’ affairs and asincere desire to help them. Require all professionals to demonstrate an understanding of their client’s business and thereby contribute to business development.

9. Departmental resources are considered collective assets and cannot be allocated autonomously. The team leader is responsible for staffing all engagements; no professional has the autonomy to staff his or her own job.

10. Primary focus must be on relationship building. Allocate specific nonbillable budgets to be spent nurturing designated key existing clients, the total of these budgets to sum at least 60% of all nonbillable marketing hours.

11. Be intolerant about the pursuit of excellence. Be prepared to fire any professional who does not participate in these programs. “You’re allowed to fail; you’re not allowed to not try!”

I don’t believe that this is the only possible package. Some individuals and firms will substitute different values and different enforcement mechanisms. But, if they are to achieve excellence, the values must be clear and the enforcement mechanisms real.

Summary

Little of this is new. Tom Peters once quoted Ray Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s, to the effect that, to succeed at McDonald’s, “You must be able to see the beauty in a hamburger bun.” Most so-called “sophisticated” professionals laugh when they hear this, but just a few moments of reflection should make it clear that Mr. Kroc was right. You can’t become the world leader in a business as basic as hamburgers (or any other) without truly caring, passionately, about what you do. A more recent work, Built to Last, by James Collins and Jerry Porras, supports this point. They show that truly visionary (and successful) companies have discovered that there is no conflict between the pursuit of profit and having a purpose beyond profit.

The lesson is clear: Believe passionately in what you do, and never knowingly compromise your standards and values. Act like a true professional, aiming for true excellence, and the money will follow. Act like a prostitute, with an attitude of “I’ll do it for the money, but don’t expect me to care,” and you’ll lose the premium that excellence earns. True professionalism wins!



Believe passionately in what you do, and never knowingly compromise your standards and values. Act like a true professional, aiming for true excellence, and the money will follow.




Part One
 (MOSTLY) ABOUT YOU



1
REAL PROFESSIONALISM


I frequently ask professionals what they consider to be the difference between a good secretary and a great secretary. The answers flow freely. Great secretaries, I am told:

 	Take pride in their work, and show a personal commitment to quality
 	Reach out for responsibility
 	Anticipate, and don’t wait to be told what to do—they show initiative
 	Do whatever it takes to get the job done
 	Get involved and don’t just stick to their assigned role
 	Are always looking for ways to make things easier for those they serve
 	Are eager to learn as much as they can about the business of those they serve
 	Really listen to the needs of those they serve
 	Learn to understand and think like those they serve so they can represent them when they are not there
 	Are team players
 	Can be trusted with confidences

 	Are honest, trustworthy, and loyal
 	Are open to constructive critiques on how to improve
 

All of this list can be summarized in one phrase: Great secretaries care.

Two obvious points need to be made about this list. First and foremost, it is applicable to all of us, not just to secretaries. With virtually no modifications, this list could serve to delineate the defining characteristics of what differentiates a great consultant from a good one, a great lawyer from a good one, and so on. Indeed, this list is a reasonable definition of what it means to be a professional.

Second, this list has nothing to do with technical skills. Few secretaries are deemed to be “great” because of their ability to type 95 words a minute or file documents in nanoseconds. Similarly, very few professionals become known by their clients as “great” purely as a result of technical abilities. The opposite of the word professional is not unprofessional, but rather technician.

Technicians may be highly skilled, but they aren’t professionals until they reliably and consistently demonstrate the characteristics listed above. Professionalism is predominantly an attitude, not a set of competencies. A real professional is a technician who cares. (You may recall the old slogan “People don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.”)



Professionalism is predominantly an attitude, nota set of competencies. A real professional is a technician who cares.



How many of us so-called professionals are prepared to be held accountable for behaving according to the standards set by this list? Yet we often ask people who earn a fraction of what professionals earn to meet these standards. This raises an interesting question: Why would secretaries be willing to strive for such standards? Why would anyone who isn’t sharing the profits want to demonstrate this level of commitment?

To find out, I asked Julie O’Leary, who began in 1985 as my secretary and who is now my business manager. Julie meets and exceeds every one of the standards listed above. This is what she had to say:

Professional is not a label you give yourself—it’s a description you hope others will apply to you. You do the best you can as a matter of self-respect. Having self-respect is the key to earning respect and trust from others. If you want to be trusted and respected you have to earn it. These behaviors lead to job fulfillment. The question should really be, “Why wouldn’t someone want to do this?” If someone takes a job, or starts a career worrying about what’s in it for them, looking to do just enough to get by, or being purely self-serving in their performance—they will go nowhere. Even if they manage to excel through the ranks as good technicians—they will not be happy in what they are doing. The work will be boring, aggravating, tiresome, and a drag.



Professional is not a labelyou give yourself—it’s a description you hope others will apply to you.



It should be clear from this why I consider Julie O’Leary to be more of a professional than many of the lawyers, consultants, accountants, engineers, and actuaries that I meet. (I sometimes worry that her professional standards exceed my own.) If you’ve ever been a purchaser of a professional service, or an employer, you’ll probably agree that finding people with technical skill is usually easy, but finding people who behave consistently in the ways described above is hard. It is rare to find individuals (and even harder to find whole firms) filled with the energy, drive, and enthusiasm, as well as the personal commitment to excellence, that Julie has shown. Why is this?

Traditional Views of Professionalism

Part of the problem, I believe, lies in what people believe professionalism to be. As we have seen, real professionalism has little, if anything, to do with which business you are in, what role within that business you perform, or how many degrees you have. Rather, it implies a pride in work, a commitment to quality, a dedication to the interests of the client, and a sincere desire to help.

However, traditional definitions of professionalism are filled with references to status, educational attainments, “noble” callings, and things like the right of practitioners to autonomy—the privilege of practicing free of direction. All of these definitions are self-interested. (As George Bernard Shaw suggested, “All professions are conspiracies against the laity.”)

Perhaps one reason for the scarcity of real professionalism may be that the recruiting process in professional firms is flawed. Real professionalism is about attitudes, and perhaps even about character. Yet few firms screen very effectively for this in their hiring, either at entry level or when bringing in more-experienced, lateral-entry hires. Most hiring processes are about educational qualifications and technical skills.

As Julie once pointed out: “Firms should hire for attitude, and train for skill. Skills you can teach—attitudes and character are inherent. They can be suppressed or encouraged to develop, but they have to be there to begin with.”



“Firms should hire for attitude, and train for skill. Skills you can teach—attitudes and character are inherent.”



Another of my favorite discussion questions is to ask people “Why do you do what you do?” Obviously things like money, meaning, and intellectual challenge are important, but the one I always listen for is “I like helping people.” If that one is missing, I know I am speaking with a professional in trouble.

Too many professionals don’t do what they do because they want to help their clients; they’re in it only for the money or the personal prestige. In my view, such professionals may become good, and even earn good incomes, but they will never be considered great.

In recent years, many firms have debated the question “Are we a profession or are we a business?” I have found many of these debates to be misconceived. Many of those who argue that they are a business say that they cannot afford the laissez-faire management approaches of the past, and must focus more on financial realities. In reply, those who have argued that they are a profession appeal to the needs for autonomy, professional fulfillment, and freedom from bureaucratic constraints. In my view, both sides are wrong.

Being a professional is neither about money nor about professional fulfillment. Both of these are consequences of an unqualified dedication to excellence in serving clients and their needs. As Dale Carnegie wrote many years ago: “You’ll have more fun and success helping other people achieve their goals than you will trying to reach your own goals.”



Being a professional is neither about money nor about professional fulfillment. Both of these are consequences of an unqualified dedication to excellence in serving clients and their needs.



A related problem may be how people are being “socialized” into the professions by schools and by firms—I suspect that many truly don’t understand what professional life is really all about. For example, in recent years I have seen many so-called professionals undergo a form of status shock. An acquaintance of mine, a top-of-the-class MBA type, recently left the consulting profession after many years with a top-tier firm because, as he said: “In the early years clients gave me respect because I solved their problems, but now I’m treated like a vendor. They question my recommendations, make me justify everything I plan to do on their behalf, and watch my spending like a hawk. I’m not used to being in the subservient role, and I don’t like it.”

This acquaintance was (and is) entirely accurate about how significant the changes have been in how clients deal with professionals. In the past, professionals were often given respect and trust automatically because of their position. That’s no longer true. However, what this person failed to understand (or to accept) is that it is still possible to be treated with respect and trust—but now you really have to earn and deserve these things. None of this should be a surprise; as Bob Dylan once wrote, “You Gott a Serve Somebody.”
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