
	
	

Do Clients Buy the Consulting Firm or 
the Consultant? 
This post is a distinctive take on an article 
originally published on RainToday. 

------------------------------------------- 

When it comes to decoding the thought 
process behind certain complex business 
questions, it’s often prudent to accept that 
“it depends” is the most concrete answer 
you will get – and move on to deciphering 
what “it depends” on. So it is with the 
classic “Do they buy the consultant or the consulting firm?” 

When asked, the majority of clients (as opposed to leaders of consulting firms) are 
inclined to say they buy the consultant. After further reflection, most also then say they 
buy both—but in different ways, for different reasons, under different circumstances. 

When people purchase a service that is so heavily rooted in the talent or performance of 
one individual, they often having trouble separating their rational analysis from their 
emotional response. They arrive at a decision, but they can’t compartmentalize the 
reasoning into nice, neat elements. For consultants trying to decide how to best market 
themselves and their firm, the uncertainty can be frustrating. So let’s make a studied 
effort at explaining the “depends” clause. 

Most models of buyer decision-making portray a linear, rational sequence of cognitive 
thought. They begin with problem clarification and definition, then proceed to outlining 
alternative solutions and move on to defining criteria for selection, then to matching 
facts against those criteria. But this doesn’t fully capture how clients really buy. 

 



	
	

CLIENTS BUY CONSULTING SERVICES IN TWO 
PHASES 

Of course, the decision-making process is not completely rational or linear. But it does 
include two distinct phases – screening and selection. In general, screening comes first 
and focuses heavily on the firm. Selection comes second and emphasizes the consultant. 

From this we can conclude that it is smart to market the firm in the screening process, 
and to sell the consultant in the selection process. 

Let’s use the example of a client seeking a new consultant. Figure 1. below outlines this 
principle. 

Figure 1. The New Consultant Buying Process 

 

 

As a client embarks on a new-consultant search, the first step is screening. The client 
begins by putting together a “short list,” either of individuals or of firms, which is 
usually based on prior experience, reputation, recommendations, rankings and ratings, 
and some initial research. It is during this stage that marketing efforts promoting the 
firm are most effective. 

As the screening process comes to a close – even if only one firm emerges as a viable 
candidate, though usually there are several top contenders – most clients insist on 
having some level of personal interaction with the firm’s leadership and/or consultants 
before they make a decision. This is the selection process. 

The formality with which this stage is conducted depends entirely on the client, and as 
such, consultancies should be prepared with various levels of responses. The typical 
selection process involves phone calls, presentations or meetings, but in almost all cases 
includes personal interaction. 



	
	
Following (Figure 2) are some distinctions between the screening process and the 
selection process. 

Figure 2. New Consultant Selection Process 

  Screening Selection 

Nature of process Rational, analytical Emotional, personal 

Outcome Narrowing down Decision 

Typical criteria 
Competence, scale, geography, 
industry 

Trust, fit, inter- personals, 
values 

Typical venue Written, or structured Personal, interactive 

Key 
firm function 

Marketing Personal selling 

Key client 
question 

"Can they do it?" "Can I work with them?" 

 

HOW FIRMS CAN MAXIMIZE THE TWO 
PROCESSES 

A crucial part of working the two phases of decision-making is for consulting firms to 
recognize which stage a client is in when they make contact. Perhaps the most common 
error for consulting firms is to mistakenly continue behaving as if they are in the 
screening process when it comes time to work the selection process. 

The screening process is generally done at a far remove. Clients rely on promotional 
materials available in print or on websites, through industry sources, through third-
party references, and through initial, rather scripted inquiry phone calls. The best 
screening materials consist of concise statements of focus, and objective referent points 
of competence. 



	
	
But once screening is over, the game changes entirely. Interaction becomes personal. 
Suddenly, clients are no longer interested in hearing about a firm’s philosophy or dry 
statistical information—even if they say otherwise. 

When meeting in person for the first time, clients behave like every other human being, 
forming strong perceptions and projecting the experience into future scenarios. It is up 
to the consultant to set the proper tone and guide communication in a productive 
direction. This is an opportunity for the consultant to sell himself/herself. But here a 
paradox arises: You sell yourself best not by talking about yourself, but by talking 
about the client. 

To stand out in the selection process, consultants should stop reciting their own 
expertise – whether the firm’s or the consultant’s – and apply it to the client’s specific 
issues. 

This illustrates to the prospective client how focused on their business, and their unique 
needs, the firm and the consultant are. It also makes the consultant’s abilities (or lack of 
ability) tangible through real-world application. It actually removes the more fantastical 
elements of “selling” from the equation, allowing the consultant to showcase his 
knowledge, communication style, and problem-solving skills in a natural way – which 
makes both parties more comfortable in the long run. 

EXCEPTIONS TO THE TWO-PROCESS RULE 

When a client has a strong existing relationship with a consultant and sees the need for 
a new project, the natural first thought is, Can my existing firm handle this matter? In 
this situation, the two-step process is usually abbreviated. Choosing a new consultant is 
tough work, so the inclination is usually “don’t fix what ain’t broke.” 

Other exceptions to the system include: 

• clients with a corporate policy that requires multiple vendor relationships 
• clients who are extremely wary of relying on personal “feel” to make selection 

decisions, therefore try their utmost to treat the selection stage just like screening 
(though even here their instincts may overwhelm their desire to appear 
‘objective’) 



	
	

• clients who have pre-existing external relationships, and conduct searches only at 
the surface level to maintain the appearance of objectivity. 

In general, these exceptions are fairly uncommon. Consulting firms are well advised to: 

• Market the firm in ways that help clients screen, and 
• Sell the individual in ways that help clients make selections. 


