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At some point, the capability, service or consulting 
model that built your brand becomes 
commoditized, trite or simply out of fashion in the 
business world. You have stopped growing and 
redesigning your logo isn’t going to fix it. 
 

McKinsey, Andersen, Hewitt and hundreds of other firms were not 

immune. Neither is yours. It is not a matter of if; it is a matter of 

when.  

 It happened to actuaries at the HR consulting firms when 

defined benefit plans were replaced by 401Ks. 

 It happened at accounting firms as regulated audit services 

became undistinguishable among Big 8, Big 5, and Big 4 firms. 

 It’s happening to research firms that are dependent on focus 

groups and are being superseded by social listening. 

 It’s happening to project management firms and lean six-sigma 

firms as companies hire in-house experts. 

 It is happening to lawyers who are holding on to billable hours. 

 It’s happening to VARs who rely on the sale of networks, 

desktop phones and other technologies since replaced by the 

cloud and BYOD. 

 

How do you know when your market is shifting and it is time to 

reinvent? 

It is a fundamental question that should be asked in most firms much 

more often than it is. 
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Signs that your market is shifting include slowing sales, a remix of your 

service revenue, declining profitability, changing buyer titles and new 

competitors popping up, just to name a few. 

Libraries could be filled with books written on business strategy. Some 

of my favorites include: The Innovator’s Dilemma, Blue Ocean 

Strategy, Great by Choice, Discovery-Driven Growth, Market 

Busters and The Marketing Imagination. You have probably read many 

of them. As you read this, you probably are thinking that a shift would 

be obvious and you would never get caught with your proverbial pants 

down. I love your confidence. 

I have worked with very talented people at great firms, previously as a 

CMO and now as a consultant. No one is immune from the 

phenomenon. Culture, personal bias, arrogance, denial, and ignorance 

are common precursors to getting left behind. 

The professional services industry is not unique in this regard. All 

businesses reach this place. What distinguishes them is how 

professional services firms see, interpret and transcend what is 

happening. 

 

The Professional Services Difference 

First, partners see the end of an era.  

They bemoan the golden days of “just picking up the phone when it 

rings” to get business. There are tales of lore about how in demand 

the firm and its partners were. This success brought prestige and 

 Slowing sales  

 A remix of your service revenue  

 Declining profitability  

 Changing buyer titles 

 New competitors popping up 

 

All businesses reach 

this place. What 

distinguishes them is 

how professional 

services firms see, 

interpret and 

transcend what is 

happening. 

 

Signs that your 
market is 
shifting include: 
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That man is prudent who neither 
hopes nor fears anything from 
the uncertain events of the 
future.  

- Anatole France 

Value to Be Added 

Professional firms play a critical role in 

clients’ strategy, IT, compliance, risk 

management, and talent management.    

 

Artificial intelligence, IoT, digitization, 

SaaS, and big data & analytics are just a 

few of the foreseeable risks and 

opportunities that will lead to 

reinvention or elimination for many 

professional services.  

power—both strong human emotional needs. They 

would not admit it, but many partners fear their 

shrinking relevance within the firm—not to mention 

their shrinking incomes and threatened lifestyles. It's 

important to recognize the difference between dead 

and dying. 

Actuaries at the HR firms knew that 401Ks would be 

the death knell for define benefit plans. Business 

clients wanted to offload the risk and costs of 

retirement benefits, employees wanted more control 

and portability. The market was clear and the actuaries 

saw the end coming. But, many knew that it would take 

years to wind down the industry. The smart firms 

began segmenting markets by geography, employee 

populations, firm cultures, industry regulations and 

other distinct segments to “milk” the decline. This 

allowed them to differentiate and gave them time to 

reinvent. 

Second, partners interpret what is happening and its 

cause differently.  

Accept that there will be deniers and naysayers. Like 

the climate change debate, there are two sides to the 

story with strong emotions and “facts” on both sides. A 

growing body of research demonstrates that when 

people's convictions are firm, attempts to correct those 

views, with evidence, can make them firmer still. 

It is important to recognize that people need time to 

transition through change. The death of an era is like 
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the death of a family member, so people need to work 

through the stages of grief. My time as a consultant and, 

more importantly, as a Stephen Minister, has taught me that 

you cannot rush a person through the process. Each person 

goes through the experience at his/her own pace, 

oftentimes taking one step forward and two steps 

backward. What you can do is listen to them and give them 

time to process. If they cannot reach acceptance, you must 

move them out of the firm or risk their cancerous attitude 

affecting the broader health of the firm. 

Finally, to transcend the change, the leadership team 

must come together, accept the situation for what it is 

and make some hard choices.  

The team must answer, “Where can our current capabilities 

address a client need that offers value to them and to us?” 

Accounting firms moved into accounting technology and 

then broader consulting once they made the brand relevant 

in the space. The defined-benefit firms realigned around the 

new retirement models and moved into broader risk 

management. Lean Six Sigma firms have started moving into 

staffing and technology solutions. 

 

As you assess new directions, there are four 

questions that need to be answered and aligned 

before you reinvent. 

The death of an 
era is like the 
death of a 
family member, 
people need to 
work through 
the stages of 
grief.  

Partners bemoan the golden days of “just picking up the phone 
when it rings” to get business. There are tales of lore about how in 
demand the firm and its partners were. This success brought 
prestige and power—both strong human emotional needs. 
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Do you have clarity on your best growth 

opportunity (market, ideal client, solution, 

ROI potential)?  

If you don’t understand where the market is 

going, it is difficult to attack it. It seems 

obvious, but most firms can’t even agree on 

what is actually changing in the market. You 

may have visionaries in your firm who sound 

the alarm. Unfortunately, firms prefer the 

comfort of the known versus the discomfort of 

the unknown. The gravitational pull of past 

success will seek to destroy any attempt to 

deviate from the firm’s glorious history.  

Your leadership team must understand what 

has changed and what it means to you.  Are 

your services being commoditized, replaced by 

technology, or served by highly specialized 

niche competitors? Has the buyer shifted 

across functions or from higher to lower-level 

buyers? Has your traditional channel or 

product been disintermediated? Why has it 

changed? What are your options for growth? 

How will we get there? The leadership must 

reach consensus and test the opportunity for 

viability. 

The BIG Questions 
of  

Reinvention 

 Example: 

 A market research firm is seeing its revenues 

fall. Its traditional referral channel is failing 

because employers are terminating existing 

buyers and replacing them with social media 

and big data sources. Traditional buyers are 

not being rehired at new companies. Instead, 

they are hanging out their shingles and are 

now low-cost competitors. 

Do we have the capabilities to pursue it?  

If not, what is our plan to retrain, develop or 

purchase the core capabilities to attack the 

opportunity? Firms often think that making a 

brochure or hanging out a “shingle” is all it 

takes to enter a new market. Just because 

you want to build a technology or become a 

high-end strategy firm doesn’t mean that 

you have staff capable of doing so. 

Firms often overestimate their ability to go 

after a given market or buyer. A common 

market du jour for firms is the coveted “C-

level” buyer, more often than not, the CEO. 

Most firms rarely have the capability or 

capacity to carry on a conversation with a 

CEO and, thus, misconstrue the CEO’s 

interest in an issue that the firm can help 

1. 

2. 
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solve. As a result, firms run in circles trying to 

have CEO conversations. Firms can buy and/or 

develop capabilities to target the new 

opportunity, but they cannot attack the market 

until they have the capability in place. What 

capabilities do you need? How are you going to 

develop the core capabilities to attack the 

market? Do you have enough time and money to 

do so? 

Example: 

A value-added reseller of IT infrastructure is 

seeing its traditional data center, application 

delivery and networks being cannibalized by the 

cloud and the BYOD phenomenon. Hardware 

sales are commoditized and buying decisions are 

application-driven, and often now made by 

business unit leaders instead of the CIO or CTO. 

Its sales team is made up of product experts not 

consultants, who neither fully understand nor 

address the new buyer’s issues. 

 

Is our brand relevant to winning where we 

want to go?  

If it is not relevant, what level of investment is it 

going to take to move it to the appropriate 

place? If you do not have “permission” to play in 

a market, you have to spend the resources to 

build it. Are you willing and able to do so? 

I often say that McDonald’s restaurants have 

many brand/business strengths. Their marketing 

prowess is exceptional, operationally they are 

impeccable, and the geographic locations are 

coveted. These are all attributes that might apply 

well to, say, selling automobiles or liquor or 

clothes. Would you buy a car, Scotch, or a little 

black dress from McDonald’s? I assume not, because 

McDonalds sells hamburger and French fries. The 

McDonald’s brand has no relevance in those markets. 

Could it be relevant? Absolutely, but how much time 

and money would it take to change the market’s 

perception? 

Example: 

One of the nation’s top project management firms has 

penetrated more than 80% of the life science industry 

and is seen as the industry leader. Outside that niche, 

the broader market perceives project management as 

a commodity of check-the-list taskmasters. The firm 

believes that its project leadership and methodology 

are exceptional and applicable to many business issues 

like M&A, supply chain optimization and product 

development. Its brand name includes the words 

“project management.” 

 

What is it going to take to align your culture and 

your new direction?  

Cultures, like individuals, don’t change personalities 

much. They improve and can add a few new 

behaviors, but the proverbial tiger does not change its 

stripes. The only way to really change a culture is to 

kill all the leaders, layoff all the employees and start 

over. A little dramatic, don’t you agree? What is 

reasonable for your firm and its leaders?  Are you 

sure? What’s your plan to get it done? 

 

 

 

3. 

4. 
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Take away 

A big change is coming to your firm. 

Denying the inevitable disruption of your business is an ostrich’s head in the sand. Be it regulatory, 

technological, demographic or geographical, no market is immune from obsolescence and commodification. 

Buyers demand cheaper, faster and easier approaches to solving their problems. It behooves us as firm 

leaders to accept this fact and be vigilant in seeing the shift. It is not a matter of when, but of where, 

because it is already happening.  

The best firms understand this and have the early warning systems in place to respond and exploit changes. 

They move when they have capacity, resources and cash to weather the shift. Those that wait too long lose 

options. Firms reach the point of no return when partners do not see the change, refuse to change once 

they see the problem, or cannot make strategic choices to move the firm toward new opportunities. 

Before you can respond to a shift in your market, you must answer these four fundamental questions: 

 

1. Where is our best market opportunity? You must agree on the opportunity as a firm and you must 

be willing to let go of the past. Vacillating will confuse your team and potentially destroy your 

chance at success. 

2. Do we have the capabilities to pursue it? Competition is too strong to fake it. Clients can easily tell 

those firms that have the expertise and results to deliver. 

3. Is our brand relevant to winning where we want to go? Just because you want to play in a given 

market does not mean that you have earned the right to do so. 

4. What is it going to take to align your culture and your new direction?  It hard work to recalibrate a 

culture. Are your current leaders up for it? 

 

I love the adage “There are three types of people: those who make things happen, those who watch things 

happen and those who wonder what happened.” Life and work are so much better when we accept the 

laws of nature. When you reach that point in your firm’s life, open yourself up to opportunity to reinvent 

yourself. 

 

Be prudent. 
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“The prudent course is to make an 
investment in learning, testing and 
understanding, determine how the new 
concepts compare to how you now operate 
and thoughtfully determine how they apply 
to what you want to achieve in the future.”  

 
-Dee Hock 
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About the Author 

Jeff’s strategies have helped the world’s top professional services 
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In addition to out-of-pocket outlays, the opportunity 
costs are huge. Rebranding efforts consume partner 
time, leadership team time, marketing time, training 
time, marketing resources and marketing budget. 
 

 

In this guide, I share the biggest mistakes I have 
committed as a marketing leader at the world’s top 
firms and how you can avoid making them in yours. 
 

Use this guide to: 
• Ensure you meet the business rationale for a 

rebranding investment 
• Save valuable billable time  
• Spend money wisely  
• Keep your “political capital” powder dry  
• Avoid confusing your clients 
• Increase your ROI  

 
 
Learn from the misfortunes of others, so others may 
not learn from you.                   –Persian poet Sadi 
 

The Biggest Brand Mistakes Firms Make 
(and How to Avoid Them) 

The Prudent Firm’s Guide to 
Brand 

Whether you’re a managing partner, practice leader, or marketing 
leader read this guide before you rebrand your firm. 

Are you thinking about rebranding your firm?   
Maybe you shouldn’t. 

Download the Guide Now! 

“Excellent information.  As I read it, I had the sense 
that I was having a conversation with Jeff. It felt like 
he was bestowing his wisdom and trying to really 
help me. I wish more e-books were like this.”    
 

Connor O’Halloran 
Vice President, Marketing 

Marsh Data & Analytics 

 

Download the Guide Now! 



 

 

 
 
For more prudent thinking, visit 
www.prudentpedal.com.  

Who we are 
Prudent Pedal is a marketing consultancy that 
helps service firms accelerate profitable growth, 
maximize marketing ROI, and leave a legacy.   
 
We support firms who want a more strategic 
approach to growth, but don’t have the resources to 
deliver it. 
 
 
How we help 

 Strategy:  We help you identify and attack market 
opportunities that maximize growth. 
 

 Operations:  We help you create a more strategic 
and impactful marketing organization no matter 
your investment.  
 

 Execution:  We optimize your marketing 
investment by managing your marketing function. 
 

 
Our name says it all.  
Prudent defines our strategic, practical approach. 
Pedal illustrates the efficient growth structure we 
create to maximize marketing ROI. 
 
To learn what makes us different, read our 
Manifesto. 
 
 
 

https://www.prudentpedal.com/
https://www.prudentpedal.com/the-messy-manifesto/
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