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When business is tight, maximising the opportunity afforded 
by pitches, presentations and proposals is quite rightly an area 
of intense focus for firms. But what are the simple guidelines 
which, if followed, can help to improve win rates?  

Success in winning business is, first and foremost, about selecting 
the right sort of business to try to win! These will be engagements 
that play to strengths, allowing the firm to demonstrate value  
to the client in a way which is more attractive and compelling  
than competitors.

Intense focus on maintaining revenue streams has created, quite 
understandably, a pressure cooker environment in which the 
default position is to pursue any opportunity no matter how 
obscure. On any rational consideration this cannot be sensible. 
It may be that, under the hawk like eye of the managing partner, 
some view the frantic actions of the “busy fool” a better tactic than a 
more objective and methodical approach.

Paradoxically, the quickest way to improve pitch win rates it to pitch 
far less but with a dramatically increased focus. This means that 
more time (generally a firm’s scarcest resource) can be deployed in 
developing the opportunity, tuning the proposal and following up 
the presentation. 

The more considered salesman will look for opportunities to create 
an unlevel playing field, areas in which they can gain a competitive 
edge by unearthing hidden requirements which often will not 
have fully articulated by the client. Most crucially, there will be a 
recognition that the production of a proposal document is but one 
milestone in the overall sales process. 

Maximising the opportunity starts much earlier, through 
developing a strong relationship, exploring requirements more fully 
and understanding relative competitive strengths more completely. 

Similarly there are many activities that can be initiated after the 
submission of a proposal to tip the scales in your favour. This  
period of client decision making is often avoided by nervous 
professionals, almost as if they are awaiting exam results. Yet this  
is a window of opportunity to demonstrate enthusiasm, 
commitment and commerciality.

Partners will generally accept the strategic logic of a focused 
approach to sales and proposition management. However, in the 
implementation of such a policy they may be challenged, falling 
foul of the selection process and finding their own “opportunities” 
judged not to be sufficiently attractive to pursue. How the firm 
deals with this situation is the only true test of management mettle 
in creating an approach that is pitch perfect.
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Pitch Perfect...Management’s silver bullet:  
the ‘client-centric’ approach to strategy 
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Achieving client-centricity: some chronic pressures 
have become acute
So why in the last 18 months in particular, have professional firms 
failed to achieve a client-centric approach?  A number  of trends 
which have been present in the market for some  time have become 
acute issues for the management of professional firms.

The balance of power shifts further in-house
Many advisers now face the toughest competition not from other  
advisers but from clients’ in-house teams. With salaries low and  
plenty of out of work talent, clients have been able to attract and  
keep better quality people. The result has been additional margin  
pressure on advisers, and often complex discussions about how  
advisers work co-operatively with their clients when clients don’t  
wish or can’t afford to rely exclusively on external advice.

Service levels
There are undoubtedly higher service expectations. Establishing  
and maintaining consistently high levels of client care and 
service remains the elusive ‘holy grail’ of many firms. Years after  
the professions first began learning about customer care from 
businesses in other sectors, our research shows that very few  
professional firms indeed have a comprehensive client service  
programme that enjoys the support of senior fee-earners. The  
roots of this chronic and persistent gap have undermined attempts  
to be client-centric.

Defining value add in a tough market
The quest for defining “value add” continues. Clients and firms  
often have different perceptions about what comprises advice that  
is ‘over and above’ what’s been paid for. Frequently, advisers will  
underestimate how valuable (and therefore under-price) an element 
of their work is. And clients will be mystified that something they 
think is straight-forward, takes so long or is so expensive. The  
answer is for better and structured communication between both  
sides so that a consensus about value add can be reached.

The way ahead
Lighthouse’s research concludes that the truly client-centric  
professional firm doesn’t yet exist. But a process to encourage a  
fresh approach in strategic thinking which starts and ends with the 
client may be the silver bullet we’ve all been looking for.

James Edsberg is a partner at Lighthouse Global, the business 
strategy and research group. For further details of Lighthouse’s 
report on the client centricity of professional firms contact: 
jedsberg@lighthouseglobal.eu.com, www.lighthouseglobal.eu.com
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Figure 1: Are you 
prioritising clients or 
something else? The 
centricity of today’s 
professional firms

 


