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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

LOOKING AT YOUR PROFESSIONAL ROLE STRATEGICALLY 
 

 

If you have a professional expertise and need to deliver your expertise to imperfect people, you’re in the right 

place. If you are in IT, finance, HR, R & D, safety; or you are an engineer, a scientist, a public affairs advisor, an 

economist, a medical professional—any kind of professional—this series of articles has lots of practical advice to 

help you deliver your expertise to fallible human users—customers or managers inside or outside your 

organization. We believe it best to think of your expertise users as your clients. 
 

My name is Murray Hiebert. I am the author of a bestselling book and workshop called Powerful Professionals: 

Leveraging Your Expertise with Clients. This is one of a series of brief articles designed to help professionals 

with productive and satisfying roles in a modern organization. 
 

 

Why Step Back to Look at What You Do? 
 

“…no matter what your profession … you better be good at the touchy-feely stuff, because anything …that can 

be digitized can be outsourced either to the smartest or cheapest producer … everyone has to focus on what 

exactly is their value-add.”  

- Thomas Friedman, bestselling author & New York Times columnist 
 

Terry worked for 10 years as a professional in a large multinational organization. Terry’s performance appraisals 

have been very good, resulting in 2 promotions—the first, as an individual contributor; the second, as a project 

manager for a medium-sized project. The next logical career step, promotion to a team lead role, does not hold 

much appeal. Terry would prefer to contribute as a high performing professional and already feels much of the 

current workload is managerial and administrative, not contributing directly to “what I was trained for,” the 

success of the organization, or to, most importantly, personal satisfaction. In the past, professionals like Terry, 

might have assumed that “management” would “look after” their career and workplace needs so they could focus 

on their beloved professional contributions. 
 

Yet because of the flattening of organizations, increasingly 

professionals are being asked to be “Business Partners.” Part of 

this “Partner” outlook is to take more responsibility for their 

work role. Just like a doctor or lawyer, internal professionals are 

best to think of themselves as having a professional practice 

within the organization. Just like any small business owner, to 

prosper you need to think bigger and larger than your current 

role. 
 

On a Clear Day … 
 

To be credible as a professional, whether you use the term 

Business Partner or not, you need to understand the 

organizational context of your work. One organization we work 

with uses the “Line of Sight” metaphor shown at the right. You 
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as a professional may not be able to quantify your specific contribution to your organization’s success but you 

should be able to draw a line stepping through the concentric circles connecting: 

1. The business need of Step 1 of the Expertise Delivery Model—how you see yourself assisting with the 

real-world pressures on the people who use your expertise, with: 

2. Your individual professional strategy—how you would prefer to contribute, with: 

3. Your professional group strategy—how your team value-adds to your organization as a group, with: 

4. Your organization’s strategy, within its changing competitive environment. 
 

Given the challenges of modern organizations in a Fast Company world, many of you may have wondered 

whether your organization or business unit (BU) clients have the right strategy and direction. In fact, many of you 

may have critiqued the priorities of your organization or BU clients. Just like your organization or BU clients 

need a clear and practicable direction, so do you!  

 

Being “Strategic” Means …  
 

From our database of over 50,000 respondents rating over 10,000 professionals, the question “provides a broad 

perspective that goes beyond her/his professional expertise” is greatly valued, yet often low-rated by clients. High 

performing professionals step back from time to time to think strategically about their professional contribution. 

Strategic thinking means thinking broadly, beyond your expertise 
 
 

What professionals  need to think about 
  

 

Questions to ask 

 Thinking “outside in”—from the perspective of 

clients, organization, and customers—rather than 

“inside out” from your professional perspective. 

 What are customer, organizational and client 

needs I can contribute to with my expertise? 

 Thinking about the global & local changes that impact 

your organization. 

 What external pressures will impact my 

organization—threats and opportunities? 

 Thinking long term about the direction of your 

organization. 

 Where is my organization headed? 

 Thinking about the pressures on your clients.  What keeps my clients awake at night? 

 Thinking long term about the direction of your 

profession. 

 What changes in my profession will impact 

the value of my current contribution? 

 Thinking long term about the direction of your career.  What is important to me? 

 Determining how you add value to your organization. 

 

 Of all my activities, what is most important to 

my clients and my organization? 

 Knowing that with increasing experience, 

organizations rarely expect “more of the same,” but 

want you to take on more challenging projects. 

 How do I increase my “soft” skills to be able 

to handle more complex projects in more 

challenging situations? 

 Determining what you say “yes” to and what you say 

“no” to 

 How do I market the value added work? 

 How do I say “no” to low value work? 

 

 

Professional Strategic Marketing Model 
 

Similar to using maps for travelling in new territory, professionals need “mental models” to help make sense of a 

shifting complex world. Most strategic models are designed for senior executives. I will present a straightforward 

model that is designed to be helpful to you as a professional. Although you need to think strategically about your 

individual role, this model has more impact when you use it as a team tool. Also, if any of the jargon in the model 

bothers you, think of the rationale and intent behind the model and feel free to substitute your own terms and 

framework—another valuable skill of high performing consultants. 
 

To sharpen your personal and your group’s strategy, organize the services you provide into four categories of 

work: 
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High Value-added 

Work that is key to the current and future success of your organization and your clients. 
 

Business Necessity 

Essential work that needs to be done to support client and organizational success (e.g., travel expense 

reports, network maintenance, progress reports, most meetings, management activities, etc.). 
 

Unique 

Work that must be staffed internally because it is proprietary to your organization, or for reasons of 

security, government regulation, policy, unique expertise, and so on. 
 

Generic 

Work that could be provided either by other internal or external people, or by service groups. 

 

These four categories can be organized into the model below. 
 

 
 

Let’s take a brief walk around starting at the top right: 

1. Business Necessity + Best Done by Me/Us = Maintain  “Keep it running efficiently” 
Usually this quadrant contains most professional activities. For example, how long would your 

organization exist without payroll activities? In our workshops we ask “How many of you received your 

last salary deposit correct to the last cent?” Most participants remark that they just assume it is correct 

and certainly don’t double check it each pay period. If that’s the case “How many of you have thanked 

payroll professionals for this exemplary service?” Of course, none. Payroll is the epitome of Business 

Necessity—it must be done and done to near perfection, but it is rarely noticed much unless it goes off 

the rails. It is so taken for granted that many organizations have outsourced this function and other 

functions seen as Business Necessity—which leads us to the next quadrant. 
 

2. Business Necessity + Could Be Done by Others = Refer or Contract Out 
If Payroll can be done by others, what an organization needs to find is a provider of “Worry free service.” 

At a more individual level, if you are doing work activities that could be done by others, you will 

probably want to “refer” this work to others. Why? As you may have realized, Business Necessity 

work—which must be done and often done to a high degree of accuracy— rarely gets much recognition 

unless it falters. This leads us to the work that does garner recognition from our clients, High Value-

Added. 
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3. High Value-Added + Could Be Done by Others = Coach or Broker to Others 
The distinction between the terms in quadrants 2 and 3—“Coach” vs. “Refer,” and “Broker” vs. Contract 

Out” are both subtle and important. When work is Business Necessity—must be done but doesn’t add 

direct value— efficiency is the core issue. When work is High Value-Added—does add direct value—

impact and results are the core issues. Business Necessity activities you strive to minimize. High Value-

Added work you strive to maximize. The saddest story I hear in many organizations is, using my terms, 

“We are so busy with Business Necessity work, that we don’t have time for Value-Added work. We 

bring in outside expertise for that.” If so, who receives the recognition? If your clients have Value-Added 

work and you need outside help, you need to stay engaged in some way—that’s why we say “Coach” or 

“Broker.” The bottom line: You can’t be considered a valued professional if you aren’t engaged in 

clearly Value-Added work! The corollary is also true: If you mainly engage in Business Necessity work, 

you will be considered, in blunt colloquial terms, a “necessary evil.” 
 

4. High Value-Added + Best Done by Me/Us = “Be Best in Class” and Market 
Here’s the quadrant that results in pleased clients and pleased professionals. If you are doing work which 

is best done by you and clients recognize its value, you are in a “sweet spot” professionally. How can you 

be sure your work is value-add and not necessity? One way is that clients will tell you because they are 

able to see the Line of Sight between what you are doing and their results.  

With all good things, there are a few cautions: 

 “Good drives out great.” Business necessity drives out value-add. In most jobs, business 

necessity work overwhelms—remember it needs to be done and often done well—leaving little 

time for the more important value added work. For example, accounting professionals producing 

government reports, accounts payable, etc. often have little time for helping BU managers to run 

better businesses. HR professionals are often overwhelmed by administrative work so they don’t 

have time to help with a major organizational change project. 

 Many clients don’t know how you can value add. If you ask them “What do you want me to 

concentrate on?” they will often answer with Business Necessity because it has to be done. 

Rarely will a client say something like “I really appreciate what you have been doing for me, but 

I think there are some more valuable activities you could do.” That’s why we place the title 

“Market” on this quadrant—you and your professional group need to sort out what it is that you 

can do which will value-add to your clients and actively market these activities. (Chapter 14 of 

the Powerful Professionals book lays out the basics of professional marketing,) 

 Finally, what was value-added a few years, perhaps even months ago, over time becomes “part of 

the way we do business” that is, Business Necessity. This Market box needs frequent “topping 

up.” For example, in a consulting skills workshop with IT professionals, a couple of newer 

analysts came to me at a break and said “Now we understand our frustration. Our senior IT 

managers are stressing work which was value-add when they were professionals a few years ago. 

We see it is no longer value-added work but Business Necessity!” 
 

So far, looking at role strategically has discussed what you need to say “yes” to—value-added work—which 

leads us to the complementary skill—saying “no, with options” to low value work. 

 

Saying “No,” with Options 
 

On occasion, professionals/Business Partners MUST be able to say “no” (with options for the client) to lower 

value work in order to free up time and energy for higher value work. How do you do that without creating undue 

negative repercussions? This is the topic for another brief article.  

 

Main Points 
 

 Just like great, enduring organizations, powerful professionals/Business Partners think 

strategically about their work and priorities. 
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 If you want to be more of a Business Partner, you need to think more about your organization and 

the pressures on it—from the “outside in.” 

 From our large database, we know that “Provides a broad perspective that goes beyond her/his 

professional expertise.” is greatly valued. 

 Although it is much more powerful to do this as a professional group, every individual 

professional also needs to think strategically about his/her contribution and career. 

 Although it would be great if clients knew how to make best use of your skills, you are the one in 

the best situation to know where you value-add—and you need to market these activities. Don’t 

expect your clients to know where you value-add—to know how to “make best use of you.” 

 Over time: 

- work that was high value becomes business necessity. 

- re-evaluation and new contributions are needed. 

 A challenge for all people is to say “no” (with options) to lower value activities so you have the 

time and energy to say “yes” to higher value activities. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Related articles: 

 Using a 5-Step Consulting Model to Manage an Assignment 

 Asking Powerful Questions to Set Up Powerful Roles 

 Business Need or Professional Deliverable? 

 Airline Crashes and Consulting 

 Step 1—Exploring the Need 

 Step 2—Clarifying Expectations 

 Step 4: Recommending Change aka Selling Your Ideas 

 Step 5: Taking Stock/Closing 

 Complex Stakeholder Systems 

 Saying “No” with Options 

 What Clients Value from Professionals 

 

 


