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How Performance
Counseling Can Help

Your Firm

Larry L. Axline CMC
T he morale of senior profes-
sionals  in management
consulting firms often suf-

fers when they are uncertain about
their job performance and their
future with the firm. Effective
counseling can help the individual
answer the vital question: “Where
do I stand?”

Less experienced staff members
OR’S NOTE: This article is, with
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 The Practical Accountant, February
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usually get continual feedback on
their performance through job
evaluations, periodic reviews, and
salary adjustments. But from the
magic day they make partner or
principal-or even senior consul-
tant- the performance evaluation
and development process seems
virtually to cease. In many con-
sulting firms, the management
fails to keep partners, principals,
and associates apprised of their
performance and their future with
the firm. It is therefore not sur-
prising to see so many with-
drawals and resignations of frus-
trated and embittered people.
Yet the periodic evaluation of
professionals is—or should be—a
requirement in a firm’s quality
control program. There is a need
for improved communication and
c o u n s e l i n g .  E v e n  i n  a  t w o -
member f irm, the individuals
should consider and honestly dis-
cuss the key factors of personal
performance-if only to bolster
morale.

This article addresses the what
and when of the performance
counseling process, with partic-
ular attention to:

l methods of interviewing to de-



Head-to-head conferences,
not only with staff

consultants but even with
principals and partners, are
wonderful tools for dispelling
doubts and dissatisfaction and

for helping everyone pull
together for their own benefit

and that of the firm.
Immediate rewards can be

expected, but the long-term
payoff may be even greater.
velop significant information
and possible alternatives, and
an overall format for prepara-
tion, date gathering, disclosure,
and follow-through.

is also useful to remember that
many of these steps and tech-
niques relate to client interactions
as well.

Performance counseling should
provide honest communication
and suggestions so that the indi-
vidual will better understand his
or her role in the firm. Some of
the things discussed will be the fa-
miliar ones covered during staff
evaluations, while others will be
unique to the partner, director, or
owner level. It is important for the
person conducting the counseling
sess ion  to  t ry  to  explore  the
professional’s expectations, level
of achievement, interest in man-
agement or technical roles, and
compensation.

The importance of sharing in-
formation cannot be overempha-
sized. Key firm members need to
better understand their stake in the
big picture and the why of man-
agement actions. Professionals
(including owners) need to ex-
change information both individ-
ually and in groups. Ownership is
supposed to be a sharing of infor-
mation as well as of profits.

In a small firm, roundtable dis-
cussions can be helpful. But there
is no real substitute for an honest,
eyeball-to-eyeball session with the
person who can affect a profes-
sional’s future.

Whether you are the person con-
ducting the counseling session or
the one who will be counseled,
you should be aware of the gen-
eral approach so that you can get
the most out of the sessions. Self-
discipline is important from either
perspective.

From the counselor’s stand-
point, what is the best way to
handle such an encounter? Here is
a step-by-step approach to pre-
paring, conducting, and following
up a session:

(1) You should plan to have
more than one session with the
person you counsel. Decide upon
your approach and objectives-be-
fore the first session. Clearly de-
fine what you expect to cover and
what you are trying to accomplish
in the sessions. It is important to
establish these objectives before
the person is counseled on indi-
vidual performance and job objec-
tives.

(2) Be prepared. Use all avail-
able information and sources to
find out about the person you will
be talking to. These may include
previous evaluation reports, “crit-
ical incidents,” correspondence
(both good and bad), self-evalua-
tions, and other sources of infor-
mation.

(3) Ask what the individual
wants to talk about.  It  is  ex-
tremely important for the person
being counseled to feel that he or
she has had an opportunity to raise
significant points and questions
with the counselor.

(4) Listen. Taking notes is usu-
ally acceptable if mutual trust ex-
ists and if the person understands
what you intend to do with the
notes. You should explain that the
notes will serve as the basis for a
summary of the meeting and a
mutual action plan for future per-
formance.

(5) Ask open-ended questions
to elicit significant information.
Listen especially for clues to the
person’s expectations about the
future. Examples of some good
open-ended questions are:

l What is your biggest frustra-
tion?

l How do you feel about the of-
fice and the firm?

l How do you want to spend
your time?

l What do you want to accom-
plish?

l What results do you expect
from this performance coun-
seling session?

(6)  Arrange to meet  again.
Schedule a follow-up meeting



after both of you have had an op-
portunity to reflect on the session.
Leave the lines of communication
open, and do not commit yourself
to things that you cannot deliver.

(7) Document and summarize
the results of the first session. This
step will be very helpful in eval-
uating future information and
realistic alternatives.

( 8 )  C o n s u l t  w i t h  s e l e c t e d
others. Be discreet. The primary
communication must be directly
between you and the person being
counseled. However, other senior
firm members and, in some cases,
outside professionals may be able
to provide additional information
and viewpoints that will enhance
your understanding.

(9) Meet with the person again.
After crystallizing your thoughts
and reviewing data from other
sources, realistically discuss the
reactions and alternatives with the
person being counseled. Do not
get into arguments over numerical
schedules that can be interpreted
in many ways.

(10) Agree on a plan for the
person's  future performance.
How do you expect the individual
to spend work time? What do you
expect of the person, and what
does he or she expect of you? And
when will each of you perform?

(11) Document the results of
the session and the plan. It is often
helpful and productive to provide
the individual with a copy of this
summary- i t  enhances  mutua l
understanding and commitment.
Some firms use a report  card
format for summarizing the per-
formance evaluation. But do not
get hung up on the design of a
form. Concentrate instead on the
process.

(12) Follow through. Do what
you said you would do, and re-
mind the person that he or she
has an explicit responsibility to
carry out the plan you mutually
agreed on.

The goal of the counseling process
is to arrive at an honest evaluation
of the professional’s performance
and to develop a plan to improve
such performance. To accomplish
this, answers must be found to
questions such as the following:

What are the primary objectives
of the firm?
How is this person expected to
contribute to the firm?
What is the person’s position on
the team?
How well does he or she fill the
position?

In addition to agreeing on the
responsibilities, counselor and
professional should evaluate sev-
eral key factors during the coun-
seling sessions. These may in-
clude:

the professional’s time and in-
terest commitment;
practice development (efforts
and results);
billing (frequency, adjustments,
and collections);
staff (recruitment, utilization,
evaluation, and development);
c l i en t  se rv ice  (qua l i ty  and
promptness);
compliance with administrative
procedures and policies.

Let us briefly discuss each of
these evaluation factors and con-
sider possible reactions in each
area by the person being coun-
seled, along with appropriate re-
sponses by the counselor. While it
is impossible to anticipate every
reaction, the  counse lor can
achieve a level of comfort by
knowing the types of situations
and dialogue that are likely to
occur. No one has all the answers,
and the examples below are in-
tended only as models and realistic
descriptions of actual situations.

Time and interest: The time and
interest commitment covers such
elements as submitting an annual
time plan to the management,
being willing to participate in per-
sonal planning, and devoting full
time to the firm (with appropriate
billing time). Responding to ques-
tions about time and interest, the
firm member being counseled
might ask: “Why must I submit a
personal time plan each year? Who
cares how many hours I work if I
make money for the firm?” The
counselor could respond by re-
minding the firm member of the
responsibility to participate in the
personal planning process and to
try to agree on how he or she will
allocate time for the firm. It is
common and reasonable to set in-
dividual targets for chargeable
hours and total hours.

Practice development: The prac-
tice development factor (efforts
and results) includes being willing
to pool contacts and leads, asking
for and obtaining new engage-
ments, developing additional ser-
vices through client visits, and
participating in formal practice
development activities.

A possible individual reaction in
this area might be to argue: “I de-
veloped a significant amount of
business, and I believe the firm
should recognize and reward me
for it. ” The counselor should be
prepared for this aggressive type
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of statement. While such a state-
ment sometimes is true, it is more
often likely that new business was
acquired through pooled contacts
and leads and the development of
additional services to existing
clients. (This is why partnership
and employment agreements that
compensate directly for new busi-
ness are often administrative head-
aches.) The professional could be
reminded that all firm members
have a responsibility to expand the
base and profitability of the prac-
tice and that this is accomplished
by a team approach. Furthermore,
the time for practice development
is created partly by the work per-
formed by other people, and the
individual has the comfort of
knowing that what he or she
“sells” will be delivered through
the efforts of the firm. A person
who is truly outstanding in terms
of practice development should be
w i l l i n g  t o  s p e n d  s o m e  t i m e
training principals and staff in ef-
fective methods and approach.

Billing: This factor (frequency,
adjustments, and collections) usu-
ally involves the person’s compli-
ance with the firm’s new-client-
acceptance and credit-granting
policies, compliance with engage-
ment-letter and interim-billing
procedures, and some description
and explanation of the individual’s
billing and realization results for
the year. Of course, some jobs do
carry “planned write-downs,”
and some firm members must
have them on their list.

Questions about billings might
elicit the response: “I know I’ve
had poor fee realization on some
engagements, but I can’t help it if
I get the new staff who contin-
ually overrun their budgets” or
“We knew that job was going to
be a dog when we took it.” While
1985
these comments may be true in
some cases, it is important that the
counselor stress the other aspects
of fee realization, such as effective
engagement letters, interim bill-
ing procedures, and the person’s
responsibility for effective super-
vision of the staff to minimize
overruns.

Staff :  The  people  s ide  o f  a
professional’s role usually in-
volves several factors: the stan-
dards and examples the individual
sets for the staff the staff mem-
bers’ enthusiasm and respect for
the person; the delegation of as-
signments; the degree of support
for local office training; the per-
son’s willingness to change staff
members on jobs supervised; and
the willingness to help staff mem-
bers with their personal problems.

The professional might respond
by saying: “The staff doesn’t seem
to do what is necessary to get the
job completed” or “Don’t give
me any more green staff, because
I don’t have time to train them on
my jobs.” In such cases, the coun-
selor could emphasize that staff
members are significantly influ-
enced by the senior member’s ex-
ample. If the person does not ex-
press enthusiasm and personal
commitment for the work to be
done, the staff will inevitably pick
up that attitude. Also, if principals
do not invest time in the staff,
who will?

Client service: The quality and
promptness of client service must
be carefully evaluated. Major ele-
ments to consider are how the
professional has gained client con-
fidence and respect; how engage-
ments were planned (organiza-
tion, budgeting, and control); and
how the person has used the firm’s
resources to solve client problems.
Another element might be recog-
nition by other senior firm mem-
bers of an expertise and applica-
tion of knowledge in a particular
area of the practice. Obviously,
support of quality control require-
ments and standards is essential.

In many cases, the failure to
complete engagements on time is
directly traceable to poor engage-
ment planning, execution, and
control. This is clearly the en-
gagement director’s responsi-
bility, and it is the type of issue
that should be squarely addressed
in a performance counseling ses-
sion.

A possible reaction regarding
client service might be: “We wer-
en’t able to get the jobs done on
time because the information we
requested was not adequately pre-
pared by the client.” If so, it prob-
ably is meaningful and important
to find out why this was not done.
It may well have resulted from in-
adequate engagement planning
and control, rather than from a
problem client. Place the emphasis
on the things that can be done, not
those that cannot. Helping the
client plan is usually one of the
most satisfying and profitable ser-
vices a consultant can provide.

Administrative procedures and pol-
icies: Administrative procedures
and policies include a willingness
to observe office practices (e.g.,
hours, and filing time and expense
reports), observe procedures for
clearing work in process, transfer
clients, participate in administra-
tive meetings, and submit timely
staff assistance requests.

The firm member’s possible
reaction regarding administrative
procedures and policies might be:
“I handle x hundred thousand dol-
lars of business, and I have such
heavy client demands that I don’t
have time to prepare time and ex-



pense reports.” This type of state-
ment is typical of some very ef-
fective partners and consultants.
When confronted with this or
similar arguments, the counselor
could point out that all senior
members are expected to submit
timely reports, which determine
the amount and frequency of bill-
ings to clients. The person could
be reminded that the liquidity
pressures on the practice require
that such records be submitted on
time. Some firms with withhold a
partner or principal’s draw until
the necessary information is pro-
vided.

It is often stated: “If you don’t
know where you’re going, you
may end up somewhere else.”
While many consultants believe
they know where they are going,
this belief often is based on super-
ficial knowledge and inadequate
counseling and development. It is
important that senior members of
the firm objectively assess the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of
their present position and its fu-
ture prospects. They should also
be encouraged to evaluate care-
fully personal strengths and weak-
nesses as well as short-term objec-
tives for money, position, and the
balance of job with family life. By
considering their objectives for
the  longer  te rm-three  to  ten
years-and identifying alterna-
tives and career plans, key firm
members are better able to deter-
mine the most likely course of ac-
tion to meet their professional ob-
jectives.

Whenever counseling sessions
are conducted, there is always a
risk that a person may conclude
that he or she has no future with
the f irm and decide to leave.
Should this be an accurate percep-
tion, based on an honest exchange
of information, the timing of the
separation could be painful for the
firm as well as for the individual;
but, separation would be inevi-
table. On the other hand, when
performance counseling helps the
person realize that his or her ob-
jectives are closely aligned with
those of the firm, the firm is far
less likely to lose an extremely
valuable member, and the indi-
vidual is far more likely to per-
form at a high level. Common-
ality of expectations is often the
key to a successful performance
counseling program.
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