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Increasing Professional Results: 

From Specialists to Internal Consultants  
 
“A few years ago, our Design Engineering Group told Operations where to lay gas pipeline, 
when to lay it, and how deep. Now, Operations doesn’t even need to hire us! If they can find 
engineering consulting services cheaper and closer to their operations, we’re out of the 
picture. We certainly need to think differently about our role. It’s tough.” 
         - An engineer in a large gas utility 
 
 

Globalized lightning transfer of skills; 
technological advances allowing work from 
anywhere; increasing demands by 
customers and stakeholders of 
organizations are but a few recent trends.  
Such pressures require changes in 
recruitment, skills, roles, and activism of 
modern professionals. 
 

We can help. We have worked with 1,000s 
of professionals of every specialty in 
dozens of organizations around the 
world—from Fortune 500 companies, to 
not-for-profits, to small consulting groups. 
We have amassed probably the largest 
survey database in the world on what 
internal customers view as high 
performance from professionals. We hear 
down-to-earth, frontline engineers, 
scientists, systems analysts, human 
resource and financial professionals say: 
“I don‟t understand what managers in my 
organization expect of me anymore.” 
“Isn‟t good professional work valued 
around here anymore?” and “By the time I 
take care of administrivia, I don‟t have 
time to do my real job.” 
 

From the other side, we also hear line 
managers asking professionals to be more 
connected than ever to their “real-world” 
— producing results. Also organizations 
are looking at out-sourcing professional 
groups. Yet when we ask professionals 
“How many of your managers have taken 
a workshop on how to make good use of 
your professional skills?” of course, the 
answer is practically none.  
 

How do professionals deal with these 
pressures? In this article, we present a 
practical way for a professional to think 
and act — how to become consultants 
inside your organization, an Internal 
Consultant. We also use the phrase 

“Powerful Professionals.” Some 
organizations are using even stronger 
phrases to describe the new role — 
Credible Activists and Business Allies! 
 

What Is the Internal Consulting? 
 

Professionals are increasingly expected to 
get strategic results without exercising 
direct control. Most internal specialists are 
ill equipped for most organizations‟ 
modern expectations of them. Few, if any, 
clear, how-to models exist for these new 
roles. Our model integrates the use of 
business skills, people skills, and 
consulting skills, even where often 
hampered by the lack of supporting 
organizational systems. 
 

A key for professionals to produce much-
needed positive impact and results on 
their organization is clear understanding 
of the nature of the internal consulting 
process; how to build effective client-
consultant relationships, how to connect 
to business results, in short, how to 
manage an internal consulting practice. 
 

First, highly productive and valued 
professionals need to step back and look 
at their roles strategically, answering such 
questions as: 

 Where do we currently spend our 
time? With which internal 
customers? 

 What are the external pressures on 
our organization? 

 What is our strategic direction and 
what can we offer that is more 
strategic to our organization? 

 Who should be our internal 
customers? What services should 
we offer them? 

 How do we market value-add 
services inside our organization? 
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 And often the most challenging 
questions of all — to which 
requests should we say “No,” 
because they are low value? What 
do we stop doing? What do we 
outsource? 

Note all of these questions are asked in 
the plural “we.” It is more powerful for the 
entire professional group, rather than 
individual professionals, to clarify these 
strategic issues.  
 

The benefits of a clear professional group 
strategy are immense—better results and 
job satisfaction. To get into a more 
powerful frame of mind, we encourage 
professionals and professional groups to 
think of themselves as a consulting 
business offering skills and services to 
their organization. 

 

Our Model — Internal Consulting 
 

Most professionals do not have a clear 
model for delivering their expertise — how 
they manage the expertise delivery 
process and produce results. Since most 
managers do not know how to make good 
use of much-needed expertise in an 
increasingly complex world, professionals 
need a consulting model. 
 

Although the details of the model will 
differ for differing roles, our general 
purpose model proposes five steps: 
 1. Exploring the Need 
 2. Clarifying Expectations 
 3. Gathering Information 

4. Recommending and Selling Change 
 (Leading Change — optional 
  depending on roles) 

 5. Taking Stock or Closing 
 

Practical Internal Consulting at Work 
 

Let‟s look at the five step consulting model 
step-by-step. This may not be the exact 
model for your specialist services. We 
encourage professionals to adapt the 
model to their specific needs. Without a 
conscious process, professionals either 
tend to “wing it” or to complain about 
clients “not making good use of our skills.” 
 
 

1. Exploring the Need 
If you listen closely to consulting horror 
stories told by experienced internal 
consultants, you will often hear 
statements like, “If only I had ...” followed 
by what they failed to do at the very 
beginning of the project. Most consulting 
problems can be traced back to the very 
beginning of the project. The initial few 
minutes of contact over a new project 
have a disproportionate impact on the 
success of a project. The first few, often 
off-the-top-of-the-head sentences, set the 
tone for the whole consultation. 
 

The success of this step depends on 
properly defining the business need and 
establishing a working partnership with 
your client.  
 

Due to time pressures and the fears of not 
getting what they feel they need, clients 
are driven to present problem symptoms 
or solutions, rather than presenting the 
underlying issues and business need. On 
the other hand, professionals, anxious to 
be “service oriented,” jump to action and 
solutions before they understand the 

underlying need. The first skill an effective 
internal consultant needs to hone is taking 
a few minutes to make sure the 
underlying need is clear. “Garbage in, 
garbage out” is an IT saying that applies 
here. Professionals can only solve 
business problems if they know what they 
are. 
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If professionals do not have the skills to 
surface the real business need and 
establish a “line of sight” to the 
organizational strategy, they relegate 
themselves to narrow, “pair-of-hands” or 
“transactional” roles — often more crudely 
called “order takers” or “gofers.” 
Constrained problem definitions lead to 
constrained roles. Because clients typically 
find it difficult to express their underlying 
needs, internal consultants need the skill 
of establishing sufficient rapport with 
internal clients such that the delicate, 
non-technical matters of trust, openness, 
fears, hidden agendas, and conflict can be 
surfaced and dealt with. 
 

This first step, Exploring the Need, is 
crucial to success of “business partner” 
roles. Not only are internal consultants 
finding the „real‟ or „right‟ problems to 
solve, they are establishing a productive 
role and relationship with their clients. 
 

2. Clarifying Expectations 
In our workshops we hear many stories of 
the disastrous effects of unclear or 
assumed expectations. “Having clear 
expectations means never having to say 
you‟re sorry.” Many professionals confess 
they clarify poorly. We coach internal 
consultants to always clarify verbally and, 
if needed, keep the written agreements 
short and easy to read. After all, the point 
is not to protect backsides, but to have 
reasonable clarity with clients so internal 
consultants don‟t do unwanted or 
misdirected work. 
 

Clarification can be as simple as a verbal 
restatement “So what I‟m going to do is 
.... and you‟re going to do....” We strongly 
suggest internal consultants end every 
meeting, telephone call or client 
conversation with this verbal statement of 
mutual expectations. This skill alone can 
save days of misdirected work, not to 
mention the frustration of clients and 
consultants when unwanted work is done. 
Verbal clarifications are typically 
appropriate for consulting spanning a few 
minutes to a few days. 
 

For consulting projects of a few days to a 
few weeks, we recommend a Confirming 
Document. This straightforward written 

“contract” is one e-mail screen or page — 
a point-form description of the business 
need to be fulfilled and a listing of the key 
activities to fulfill the need by both 
parties. We recommend no more than one 
screen or page to ensure it is read. We 
find that most clients are relieved and 
grateful to receive a brief, non-punishing 
memo confirming expectations. Most 
clients like clarity as much as internal 
consultants do. 

 

3. Gathering Information 
This step is partly defined by a 
professional‟s training and practice. 
Beyond technical, problem-solving 
methods, we have found that professional 
specialists encounter two major problems 
at this step. First, they find the “people” 
aspects of data-gathering difficult, and, 
second, they find it difficult to deal with 
complex, ambiguous situations. 
 

When we ask “Why are excellent data-
gathering techniques required of internal 
consultants?” we hear only the rational 
reasons.  “You need good data, to be able 
to make a good analysis and make 
substantiated recommendations.” Rarely 
do we find professionals who also see 
data-gathering as a thoroughly human 
issue and as part of the critical 
commitment-building process. 
 

Asking good questions to gather data is 
more than a rational request for data. In 
many organizations, even admitting to 
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having a problem is threatening. Asking 
questions with an air of superiority will 
lead to negative consequences. For 
example, we have heard stories of blue 
collar workers dealing with condescending 
professionals by conveniently “forgetting” 
some critical information. An internal 
consultant needs to understand the art of 
asking good questions in a non-
threatening way. 
 

A second area of difficulty for 
professionals is synthesizing information 
under ambiguous and uncertain 
conditions. When the problem is clear, the 
information gathering and diagnostic 
processes are usually equally clear. As 
specialists grow in their careers as internal 
consultants, they will need to deal with 
increasingly complex problems, 
ambiguous situations, and unclear 
processes. From our large survey 
database we know that internal customers 
greatly value the skills of sorting complex 
situations, efficiently coming up with clear 
priorities and actions.  
 

4. Recommending & Selling 

Change 
In earlier internal consulting workshops, 
we rarely heard requests for persuasion or 
selling skills. Now we consistently see it as 
one of the lowest scored items on our 360 
customer/ client survey. As one of our 
clients described it: “It seems to me that 
in the past, the professional‟s role started 
with someone else framing the problem 
and assigning the technical problem to be 
solved. The professional‟s job ended with 
the presentation of the recommendations. 
It was up to the manager whether the 
recommendation was accepted and 
change took place. What organizations 
need now are „full cycle‟ consultants, 
professionals who can take responsibility 
for the full consulting cycle, from clearly 
establishing the business issue, through 
selling the recommendations, to setting up 
the change as the result of the 
recommendations.” 
 

Indeed, surprisingly, our survey data from 
over 60,000 internal clients and managers 
shows that persuasion and selling skills 
distinguish top performing professionals 
from others. As a Systems Analyst in one 

large petroleum company put it “It is 
becoming increasingly common to hear „If 
you think it is important, sell me on it.‟” 
 

Much has been written on selling, almost 
exclusively from the perspective of an 
external salesperson. And the stereotypes 
of salesmen we hear in our workshops are 
very negative! When asked what comes to 
mind when the words “selling” and 
“salesman” are mentioned, professionals 
quickly mention negative stereotypes, 
among them “sleazy,” “used cars,” and 
“pushy.” . Yet when asked “Does anything 
happen in your organization unless 
someone sells the change?” of course, the 
answer is “No.” Realistic professionals 
admit the need to learn to sell their 
recommendations. Nothing is as 
frustrating for professionals as having 
recommendations sitting on some shelf 
gathering dust—recommendations that 
are good for clients, organization and 
professional. 

 
Nothing Happens Until an Idea is 
SOLD 
The two selling skills internal consultants 
find most helpful are: 
• selling benefits, not features, and 
• dealing with resistance. 
 

Technical experts, by definition, have 
bought into the benefits of their area of 
expertise. It is therefore normal to assume 
others have as well. To many 
professionals, it appears unnatural, even 
“political,” to state plainly the benefits of 
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their recommendations. For some, it is 
difficult to separate features, technical 
characteristics of their recommendations, 
from benefits, how the features fulfill the 
client‟s needs. For example, the tendency 
for an expert selling a notebook computer 
is emphasize features—the „bells and 
whistles‟ (e.g. 4 Gig DDR2 RAM)—rather 
than benefits (why it is helpful).  
 

Even more challenging is stating the 
specific benefits for differing stakeholder 
groups. For example, for most projects, 
the benefit of return on investment will 
resonate with senior managers, while it 
may be a turnoff for the frontline end 
users. 
 

As internal consultants speak about the 
benefits of their recommendations, clients 
are naturally thinking of the downsides. 
That leads us to dealing with resistance. 
 

Face Resistance — It’s Natural 
The influence and impact of internal 
consultants is proportional to the actual 
implementation of their recommended 
change. Furthermore, if the 
recommendations involve significant 
change, resistance is natural. In our 
workshops, we make a point of 
underscoring that if internal consultants 
do not get resistance, they may have a 
problem—warning lights should flash! For 
example, if clients do not offer any 
resistance perhaps they may not 
understand changes the consultant is 
recommending; or they are stonewalling 
and are not planning to do anything. The 
bottom line is this: effective internal 
consultants must be able to deal with 
natural resistance to change. 
 

Here‟s one of the few places Newton‟s 
laws may apply to human behavior as well 
as mechanical. For every reaction, there is 
an equal and opposite reaction. If 
professionals feel resistance (often felt 
emotionally long before it can be logically 
understood) they tend to push harder on 
clients. As they push harder, their clients 
push back harder. 
 

A good principle of consulting is “you 
won‟t win pushing matches with your 
clients, so the skill is NOT to push back.” 
Like the martial arts, make the resistance 

work for you. Or, as we humorously 
demonstrate it “Resist resisting 
resistance!” 

 

5. Taking Stock or Closing 
When we ask professionals how consulting 
projects typically end, we often get 
humorous responses: “Around here, 
projects fizzle out” or are “beaten to 
death.” There are two ways of winding up 
the five step process: 

 „Taking Stock‟ is the term used to 
describe the periodic check-up 
required in an ongoing client-
consultant relationship.  

 „Closing‟ refers to a project where 
the internal consultant and clients 
will actually wrap up a consulting 
project. 

 

The worst possible time to take stock is 
when something has gone wrong—yet 
that‟s when taking stock usually occurs. 
Crisis and problem solving sessions are 
the least leveraged time to review 
progress toward mutual goals, re-
negotiate outcomes, ask for feedback, and 
re-negotiate roles. The internal consultant 
needs to know how to close a project or, 
alternatively, how to ask the client for a 
taking stock meeting at the optimum time 
to ensure recognition and job satisfaction 

 

The Internal Consulting Process 
 

Like all leadership models, the five step 
model needs adaptation to specific 
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circumstances. The only failing for a 
professional is not to have a consulting 
process at all. Besides being experts in 
their area of expertise, professionals must 
also be experts at successful delivery of 
that expertise, that is, consulting. Clients 
are usually no better at managing 
effective consulting processes than are 
professionals—it‟s up to the professional. 
 

Sadly, without the skills of consulting, we 
find professionals “client bashing.” The 
substance of client bashing is: “If only we 
had better clients, we would be more 
effective.” Professionals and professional 
groups cannot blame their clients. Perfect 
clients do not need professional services! 
Professionals need to understand their 
clients‟ real world strategies, goals, 
constraints, concerns, worries, and needs. 
They need to demonstrate how they can 
make cost-effective, value-added 
contributions to their clients. To change 
from technical expert to business partner, 

professionals must start thinking and 
acting as internal consultants. 
 

In summary: 
 Powerful professionals are moving 

away from staff roles into internal 
consulting roles. 

 Internal consultants understand 
their organization‟s strategy and 
define a professional strategy to 
support it. 

 There is a definable process and 
specific skills for value-added, 
results-oriented internal consulting. 

 Organizations need to support the 
change to more powerful internal 
consulting roles by training and 
coaching the actual skills valued by 
internal customers. 

 
On the next pages are 2 more insights 
into the difference between a narrower 
expert or specialist role and the internal 
consulting role. 
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Internal Consulting and Professional Careers 
 
 

Professionals and Productive 

Careers 
 

Highly valued professionals — what we 
call Internal Consultants, Business 
Partners, or Credible Activists — need a 
way of understanding how their new roles 
are supported by an overall professional 
career management strategy. Gene Dalton 
and Paul Thompson in their landmark 
book, Novations: Strategies for Career 
Management, presented research data to 
show most professionals peak in 
productivity around age 35. Note the word 
„most,‟ not „all.‟ Some keep their high level 
of productivity over their whole career. 
What is their secret? The research is clear: 
as their experience increases, those 
professionals who continue to be 
productive fundamentally change the way 
they look at their role. 
 

Highly productive (and personally 
satisfied) professionals progress through 4 
discrete stages. Each stage is like a 
quantum leap, requiring a new outlook 
and a different skill set. Specifically, high 
performing professionals widen the 
perspective of their role from that of a 
specialist where their success is personal 
success, to a role where their success is 
the success of others and of the 
organization. 
 

The Tough Transition 
When you look at the chart on the next 
page, notice the heavy line between Stage 
2 and Stage 3—a tough line to cross for 
many. Most professionals will get to Stage 

2 where they contribute good individual, 
specialist work. The challenging transition 
is to Stage 3 where professionals begin to 
think and act more broadly; to see their 
success as the success of others and the 
organization, what we term internal 
consulting. In Stage 3 professionals have 
impact and value-add well beyond their 
personal work. 
 

Why is this a tough transition? Up to 
Stage 2, professionals are rewarded 
mainly for their individual expertise and 
work. In Stage 3, professionals stop 
competing for individual excellence and 
start using this expertise to help others 
and the business. Managers want Stage 2 
professionals “to deliver more,” but have a 
tough time describing what that “more” is. 
It is rarely “more of the same.”  
 

An example is a Fortune 500 company 
where a group of engineers were reaching 
retirement and needed to “hand off” their 
expertise to the new crop of engineers. It 
was easier for the experienced engineers 
AND their clients to continue the “Super-
Stage 2” speedy and effective fix. What 
the Fortune 500 company needed was the 
experienced engineers to move to Stage 3 
— helping others be successful. You can 
surmise many the difficulties of the role 
change. Surprisingly, one of the difficulties 
was that the experienced engineers were 
threatened by the young “whiz-kids” with 
all the latest electronic techniques they 
had just learned! 
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The Four Stages of Career Development 

for Professionals 
 

Stage I 
 

Stage II 
 

Stage III Stage IV 

Depending on 
Others—“Learning 
the Ropes” 

Contributing 
Independently—
“Establishing One’s 
Reputation” 

Contributing  
Through Others— 
“Helping Others to 
be Successful” 

A Professional 
Visionary —“Helping 
the Organization be 
Successful” 

    

• Willingly accepts 
supervision and 
direction 

• Success is quickly 
„getting up to speed” 

• Works 
independently to 
produce results 

• Success is personal 
success 

• Gets leverage 
through others 

• Sees own success 
as the success of 
others 

• Shapes the direction of 
the organization in the 
professional area 

• Success is systemic 
change 

• Demonstrates 

competence in a 
portion of a project 
or activity overseen 
by more senior 
professionals 

• Assumes 

responsibility for a 
definable portion of 
the project, area, 
or clients 

• Develops and 

influences others: 
as an idea leader, a  
consultant, a 
mentor to more 
juniors, a team 
leader, etc. 

• Effectively exercises 

power for the benefit of 
the whole organization 
by initiating actions, 
influencing key 
decisions, or obtaining 
important resources 

• Effectively performs 
detailed and routine 
work 

• Demonstrates 
technical 
competence, 
credibility, and a 
reputation for good 
professional work 

• Demonstrates a 
breadth of 
professional, team 
work, and business 
understanding. 

• Uses the tools of the 
organization to obtain 
organization 
commitment and 
results in professional 
area 

• Shows “directed” 
creativity and 
initiative 

• Relies less on the 
supervisor or 
mentor, developing 
his or her own 

resources to solve 
technical problems 

• Deals with the 
outside on behalf of 
those inside the 
work group e.g., 

with clients, other 
work groups, 
industry 
associations, upper 
management, etc. 

• Sponsors large scale 
projects 

• Sponsors promising 
individuals to test and 

prepare them for key 
roles in the 
organization 

• Is a good learner • Builds collegial 
relations with 
coworkers 

• Builds a strong 
network of 
organizational and 
industry 
relationships 

• Represents the 
organization both 
internally and 
externally 

    

• Is a junior member 
of a consulting team 

• Negotiates and 
contracts fixed 
projects with clients 

• Builds relationships 
with a wide range 
of clients 

• Has senior 
management clients 

• Expects others to 
contract with clients 
and define work 

• Expects others to 
market professional 
work with clients 

• Leads project & 
consulting teams 

• Contracts with 

business units 

• Consults and leads the 
organization in 
professional area 
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Perspective Shift: Professional Specialist or Internal Consultant? 
 
Below are some specific perspective shifts between a Specialist and Internal Consulting 
orientation. 
 

Specialist Perspective Resulting Difficulties in Modern 

Organizations 

Consulting Perspective 

• Thinks mainly in 
terms of professional 
expertise. 

• Overwhelmed, avoids or simplifies 
too quickly; keeps role narrow, 
frustrates clients who want a broader 
perspective. 

• Thinks in terms of 
professional, organizational 
and business needs. 

• Recommends 
technical solutions. 

• Recommendations not accepted or 
acted upon; does not see the broader 
implications of change; finds 
marketing, selling and commitment-
building difficult. 

• Recommends business 
change. Sells and leads 
organizational change. 

• Feels job is done 
when 
recommendations 
are presented. 

• Recommendations not accepted or 
acted upon; change is „the client‟s 
problem‟; the problem reappears. 

• Takes shared and appropriate 
responsibility for change. 

• Likes structured 
work, quickly 
simplifies ambiguity, 
is detail oriented. 

• Tries to make problem fit expertise; 
wants client to ensure problem and 
project are structured; suggests 
solutions too early; avoids problems 
or causes outside expertise; caught in 
a pair of hands role. 

• Works well in unstructured 
situations, works with 
ambiguity, is strategically 
oriented. Adapts role to the 
situational needs. 

• Work is planned in 
advance. 

• Wants to know too much detail in 
advance, clarifies too much or too 
little. 

• Work is adaptive and 
strategic. 

 

• Wants rewards for 
analytical problem 
solving skills. 

• Frustrated, expects to be recognized 
for professional prowess rather than 
results; sees „politics‟ as a huge 

barrier. 

• Is rewarded by value-added 
results. 

 

• Builds on individual 
skills. 

• Thinks mainly of own professional 
skills, rather than the skills of others. 

• Builds on business, inter-
personal, and system skills; 
gets results by involving 
others.  

• Focuses on personal 
success. 

• Thinks mainly in terms of own 
professional success rather than 
seeing the success of others as 
personal success; blames others; 
talks in terms of „they‟; threatened by 
others‟ expertise. 

• Focuses on success of others 
and business successes. 

• In control or wants 
control. 

• Fights for control, intentionally or 
unintentionally; raises resistance. 

• Works by influence, uses 
control at the consulting 
process level. 

• One-at-a-time 
change, project 

orientation. 

• Misses big picture; does not see the 
impact of professional change on the 

system; changes fail or have little 
impact. 

• Systemic and larger scale 
change orientation. 

 

• Pushes too much or 
too little. 

• Takes on too much ownership, or not 
enough; advocates or withdraws; 
doesn‟t know how to „live at the 
edge.‟ 

• Pushes enough (and at proper 
times) but not too much as to 
raise undue resistance. 

• Wants others to 
define needs and 
market skills 

• Blames others, is not strategic, 
perceived as a „techie.‟ 

• Takes responsibility for own 
career and professionals 
strategy. 

 


