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The need for client service teams 
 

The processes of key client planning and key client management can be applied to any size or type of client.  A 
sole practitioner managing ‘his’ clients can apply key client thinking and appropriate key client planning tools.  
However, because of the characteristics of most key clients, key client management is not usually a sole 
practitioner pursuit.  In most instances key client management is a team activity.   
 

In the great majority of key client situations, many parts of our business are dealing with (or attempting to 
deal with) many parts of the client’s organisation.  Left unmanaged (or left to be managed by an uncoordinated 
bunch of sole practitioners) we have a potential recipe for disaster as the client quickly realises that she is 
dealing with a firm where the left hand does not know what the right hand is doing. 
 

There is a need therefore for key client teams (or client service teams as we will refer to them) to be formed. 
 

Most professional firms have client service teams.  The key question is how well these teams work within 
these firms.  Senior partners may claim they work very well but whenever we have spoken with team 
members who participate in these teams we usually get very different feedback.   
 
 
Client service teams – the reality 
 

The kinds of things we hear about are: 
§ Individual parts of the firm still going off ‘and doing their own thing’ with the client, working on the 

philosophy that it is better to ask for forgiveness rather than ask for permission 
§ Client service team meetings that are continually cancelled 
§ Client service team meetings that only occur due to some form of compliance pressure 
§ Junior substitutes fielded at client service team meetings in place of the partners and senior managers 

who are meant to participate 
§ Meetings dominated by the partner who ‘owns’ the client – telling all other team members what they 

must not do in relation to the client in question 
§ Meetings that are an interminable catalogue of ‘what I’ve been doing with this client over the last six 

months’ stories 
§ Meetings that focus purely on what has happened with this client over the past and spend no time 

discussing and agreeing a plan for the future. 
 

These behaviours reflect the common experience of professionals involved in client service teams.  
Understandably, faced by such experience, many professionals are not committed to the client service teams 
to which they are allocated.  Some we know are waiting for this latest fad to pass so they can go back to the 
way they did things previously.  Client service teams add a layer of complexity that the firm does not need, 
they burn up time and they achieve very little or nothing – so why have them? 
 
 
Teams or groups? 
 

Where firms experience the behaviours referred to above, we would argue that they do not have client 
service teams.  They have client service groups.  Are we just playing with words?  Is this just an exercise in 
semantics? 
 

There are a number of fundamental differences between a team and a group.  Professional firms want to have 
client service teams.  They want to present a co-ordinated, united, planned, professional approach to their key 
clients but because they either don’t know how to form a team of they have not spent any time in creating a 
real team, they often fall well short of this goal.   
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Most client service teams become an internally focused group who meet on sporadic re-scheduled occasions 
in order to be able to put a tick in the key client management compliance box. 
 
 
Defining a team 
 
So how do we know whether we have real client service teams or client service groups? 
 
For a team to exist there are four fundamental criteria that have to be met.  These are: 
§ The team must have a common and united vision 
§ The team must have agreed goals and objectives that reflect the vision 
§ The team must be interdependent 
§ The team members must have defined roles and responsibilities 
 
Until these four criteria are met a team does not exist – what we have is a group.  Most client service teams 
we have met, are really groups.   
 
 
Common experience 
 
Vision 
Not untypically, the reasons for a client service team’s existence are to minimise expensive mistakes and to 
maximise the amount of business obtained from the client.  Not exactly uplifting and motivating visions.   
 

Objectives 
Objectives and goals very often do not exist.  They are dangerous because one may fail to achieve them!  If 
we say we will achieve 30% more fee income from a key client next year and we fail to achieve this objective, 
then someone may try to hold us accountable.  Better not have objectives – far too risky!  Let’s stick to vague 
statements such as, “Maximising any fee income opportunities”. 
 

Interdependency 
The different people and departments represented in the team’s meetings operate in a totally independent 
way with the client – and use the meetings to communicate what they have done.  With some luck these 
activities can be spun to appear as though they were part of a bigger co-ordinated plan.   
 
Roles and Responsibilities 
Team members do have defined roles and responsibilities.  After all they represent their parts of the firm.  So 
what does having roles and responsibilities in a team context mean?  It means that over and above 
representing one’s part of the firm, a team member should also be making specific contributions to the 
effective functioning and maintenance of the team.   
 

Fifteen people in a minibus, all going to the same destination, being driven by the same driver, do not make a 
team. 
 
Fifteen members of a football team on a minibus not only have a common direction, they have a clear mission, 
common goals, defined roles and to be successful are dependent on each other. 
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Professionals’ experiences of teamwork 
 
In key client workshops when we are focusing on client service team formation and management, we often 
ask the participating professionals to tell us about the best team they have belonged to and to describe why 
that was.   
 
Stories come from people’s pasts – their time in another company, their time at university, even their time in 
childhood.  Stories can also relate to a professional’s current life outside work.  The themes though are the 
same.   
 
The stories are about a band of people who were all striving to achieve the same thing – united in vision and 
spirit.  They describe goals that had to be met – and were.  They talk about real synergy - about people all 
pulling for each other.  A failure of any one individual could have meant failure for the team - so people went 
out of their way to support and help one another.  They describe individuals who made heroic contributions 
and filled difficult and demanding roles within the team.  They describe other things as well – but a collection 
of these stories always includes the four fundamental criteria that have to be present for a successful team to 
exist. 
 
 
Building the key criteria into a client service team 
 
The lesson is clear.  If we have a desire to create real client service teams, then we must create the conditions 
and environment in which a team can be founded. 
 
Let us take the example of a client service team in an IT consultancy.   
 
Shared vision 
 
The vision of the client service team could be, “Through their experience of our professional work and 
relationship management, no division of Client X will ever make a significant decision about IT without 
referring to us”.   
 
Now there’s a vision!  Difficult to achieve and difficult to maintain but a vision that anyone in the team can 
hold in their minds.   
 
A team member can visualise a group of senior managers from Client X discussing an important part of their 
business.  These managers conclude that a part of an important way forward for their business involves their 
information systems.  One of the managers says, “We’d better get our consultancy’s thinking on this one first 
of all.”  Everyone around the table nods.  No discussion.  No dissenting voices.  That’s how things work in 
Client X.  This is not complacency in action.  This is the epitome of the result of a very successfully managed 
client relationship. 
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Agreed goals and objectives 
 
There may be a number of objectives but the most important will all be tied back to the central vision the 
consultancy has for this client.  And these objectives will be agreed by all of the members of the client service 
team. 
 
Objectives for the client service team could include: 

 
§ To deliver the current Distribution project on time and with minimum disruption (measured by hours 

down time) to the client’s Logistics division. 
 

§ To flag up any unexpected issues in the Distribution project to the client’s management team as soon as 
they are identified and to present alternative solutions to such issues. 

 

§ To discuss with the senior management team of Client X the subject of IT as an enabler to the 
achievement of their future strategy.  To have this discussion twice in the next year.  To present in each 
discussion at least three ideas that could have significant impact on their use of IT in achieving their 
business objectives. 

 

§ To replicate the ‘consultant on-site’ situation (achieved in the Manchester facility) in two other locations 
by the end of the year. 

 

§ To win at least one piece of work related to the Client X’s potential exploitation of Computer 
Telephony Integration (CTI) by the end of the year. 

 
The first two objectives are about meeting the client’s expectations and being proactive – fundamental to 
being thought of as ‘part of the Client X team’.   
 
The third objective is about positioning our firm as an organisation that goes beyond executing projects in a 
technically efficient manner.  To immediately be thought of as ‘our IT people’, the senior management team in 
Client X have to be convinced that our firm instinctively knows what is good for Client X – in the same way 
that an internal division of the business would. 
 
The fourth objective is again about becoming a part of Client X.  On the assumption that the Manchester 
situation has been a positive experience for both parties, the achievement of this objective will not only make 
our relationship with Client X even stronger, it will also produce extra fee income. 
 
The fifth objective is not just about winning new income.  It is about demonstrating our expertise in an area in 
which we have never been associated in the past.  If we want Client X to think of us whenever there is an IT 
issue, we have to have demonstrated very wide capability.  We must continue to win work in new areas 
within Client X – minimising potential infiltration by other boutique and niche market competitors. 
 
 
Interdependency 
 
Our Systems Division could be successful in winning a piece of work in CTI.  Our Communications Division 
could win it.  Both scenarios represent possibilities rather than probabilities.  The worst case scenario is 
where the two divisions make independent approaches and fight each other for a CTI project.  This is not 
make-believe.  This has happened in the ‘real world’. 
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If we are really serious about winning a CTI project we will have to approach these opportunities with a 
combined team.  Some people will come from the Systems Division and some will be drawn from the 
Communications Division.  Success will only happen if people from the two divisions really work together.   
 
The client has to see the approach as totally seamless.  If the client sees gaps between the divisions in the 
selling phase we will not be appointed.  The client will not be prepared to take the risk.  The gaps could easily 
appear during the client’s project.  No client would willingly expose herself to this type of uncertainty. 
 
An interdependent approach to every aspect of managing the relationship with the client is vital. 
 
 
Defined Roles and Responsibilities 
 
Within our IT consultancy’s team we have some people who have particular roles.  They are: 
 
Alan – he is the Client X Relationship Manager.  Everyone in Client X knows that the ultimate responsibility 
for the way the relationship works between the consultancy and their company, is Alan’s. 
 
Barbara.  She is responsible for all aspects of the Logistics project. 
 
Caroline.  She is responsible for the Key Client plan for Client X.  She does not formulate it.  That is a team 
effort.  However she records it, she is the guardian of the plan and it is her responsibility to record progress 
toward objectives. 
 
David.  David is the meetings co-ordinator.  He plans all team meetings, pulling relevant agenda items together 
from any part of the firm that has a contribution to make. 
 
Eric.  Eric is responsible for communications.  Amongst other things this means that Eric has the authority to 
‘gee up’ any person or department that is not contributing (in a timely manner) information about their 
activities with the client. 
 
Alan, Barbara, Caroline, David and Eric also have a ‘technical’ role in the client service team as well – 
representing their parts of the firm or their technical specialisation.  However, their ‘team maintenance’ roles 
are particularly important in ensuring that the team functions as a co-ordinated unit. 
 
 
Leading the client service team 
 
So often we find that the client service team leader is the same person as the individual regarded as the ‘client 
owner’.  We have seen the situation where this person takes on this role driven by a negative motivation.  
The partner concerned may seek to use the position of client service team leader as a method of keeping the 
rest of the firm’s practice areas in check.  If these other practice areas can be kept out of the client or only 
allowed to operate in areas of low risk work, then the current work can be protected for years to come.  
Any suggestions that practice areas could be proactive in approaching the client are met with responses such 
as, “They are focused on other priorities”, and “Now is not the right time”.  In fact for these clients there is 
never a right time as the most powerful partner in the client service team uses the client service team to his 
own ends. 
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Clearly, the appointment of such a person to lead a client service team is anathema to the whole concept of 
team-working.  However, the appointment of ‘the most senior person’ is the most common criterion that 
firms use to select a client service team leader.  Firms associate (or confuse) leadership with position and 
hierarchy.   
 
We are not suggesting that the most junior person in the firm should be a client service team leader.  The 
notion is ridiculous.  We are saying however, that the most senior person on the team or the current ‘client 
owner’ do not have to be automatically selected as client service team leaders – in fact they may be totally 
inappropriate for the role. 
 
 
Leaders or Managers? 
 
Perhaps the first thing a firm should do is to decide if they really want a client service team leader.  They may 
be more comfortable with a client service team manager.  Semantics again?  We believe not.  Warren Bennis, 
Kouzes and Posner, Peter Drucker and many other leading management writers have clearly identified the 
differentiation between managers and leaders. 
 
Leadership is about doing things that have never been attempted before.  To lead means to be at the front – 
in this case at the front of a client service team, encouraging team members to attempt things they have never 
done previously.   
 
New objectives and new activities imply risk and leaders accept risk.  They challenge how things have been 
done in the past.  They say, “Let’s try this a completely different way, a way no one has done before”.  Some 
degree of risk is inherent in such behaviour.  Leaders accept this and are willing to learn from the mistakes 
that may be made along the way.  Managers, on the other hand, accept the status quo and see their role as 
administering what already exists.  They are risk averse.  They may be very good imitators but they are not 
originators. 
 
Client service team leaders have a vision of how the relationship with the key client could look and they are 
driven to achieve this through the team.  They enlist the client service team members by sharing this vision 
and by appealing to these people’s values, interests, hopes and dreams.  Managers inherit what has gone 
before and ‘tinker at the edges’ seeking low risk improvements. 
 
Leaders inspire trust by sharing or delegating their power to team members.  Managers rely on control 
mechanisms to keep the client service team in line.  Leaders try to be ‘people’ people as much as they possibly 
can whilst managers are ‘structures and processes’ people.  Leaders communicate with the team – it is a 
genuine two-way dialogue.  Managers issue commands. 
 
Leaders set the example for those in the client service team.  They behave in ways that are consistent with 
the behaviours they say they are seeking from everyone involved with the client.  If the leader says it is 
important to respect clients then he is never heard to make any jokes at a client’s expense – no matter how 
‘inoffensive’.  This doesn’t mean he lacks a sense of humour.  He can be the funniest person in the firm.  He 
just does not direct this humour toward clients and at their cost. 
 
When things are going well and objectives are being met, the client service team manager accepts this as a 
logical outcome of excellent planning and execution.  On the other hand the client service team leader sees 
such achievements as the result of efforts made by people.  He recognises this.  He says, “Well done”, to 
those responsible.  He makes recognition public.  He rewards people for their contribution and he is not 
frightened about celebrating the team’s achievements. 
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In short a client service team leader does the right things.  A client service team manager does things right. 
 

We know of firms in which true client service team leaders fit comfortably.  We also know of other firms in 
which such behaviours would be very ill fitting – even threatening.  We are not saying that one way is right 
and one way is wrong – although we do have a personal preference.   
 

What we are saying is this.  Every firm must decide how its client management should be handled.  Should it 
be in a ‘managed way’ or a ‘led way’?  No firm should confuse the two.  Nor should any firm try to convince 
itself that it has client service team leaders when in fact it has client service team managers. 
 
 
Training client service teams in team-working 
 

It is a logical to conclude that if team-working is so critical to effective key client management, there is a case 
that we should train our professionals to be better team players.  Many firms have reached this conclusion 
and have taken the next step, which is to embark on training that will teach people how to make a more 
positive contribution in a team environment. 
 

Sometimes this training takes the form of some form of outdoor teambuilding event.  There is a large market 
for this type of training and there are many excellent providers.  At one end of the spectrum there are 
extremely testing week-long courses run by tough ex military types.  At the other there are more gentle one 
and two day activities where the perceived threat to life and limb is lower. 
 

One of the objectives of a group participating in any of these courses is to learn how to work better as a 
team in the workplace.  In our experience this objective is rarely met.  People participate in the event, they 
throw themselves in wholeheartedly and they have a great time – generally speaking.  Years later people are 
still recounting tales of what happened on their teambuilding course.  However, when it comes to changes in 
behaviour, very little finds its way into the workplace. 
 

Don’t think for a moment that we are denigrating these types of events.  We are not.  In fact we love them.   
 

The shortcoming of these courses is that they are designed too well!  Let us explain by taking a typical 
teambuilding event.  When the participants arrive, the course leaders explain the overall event and the teams 
participating are told (or in some cases, choose) what they want to achieve.  A team may choose a target 
score for the whole event.  A team may set out to score better than its contemporaries.  A team may set out 
to break the event record.  A team may just seek to maximise the fun element. 
 

The teams are then given tasks and challenges.  For each of these challenges there is a ‘best outcome’ – and 
the team works together to achieve this outcome.  These challenges are constructed so that individuals 
working in isolation cannot achieve them.  They can only be achieved through people contributing together.  
People have to carry out different roles within the team to achieve the challenge objective. 
 

Typically a lot of mistakes are made.  People do not communicate well.  Too many want to run the team.  
Some people are left out.  A small band break off and do their own thing and the team cannot succeed with its 
strength divided.   
 

Many lessons are quickly learned in how the team can work better together.  The course leaders give 
feedback on the dynamics of the team – what worked and what hindered progress.  The team moves on to 
further challenges and as the event progresses the team usually gets better at working together and producing 
team based results.  Each challenge successfully overcome is celebrated as another step toward achieving the 
team’s original goal.  Good course leaders also constantly remind the participants of their overall aim for the 
event. 

  



 

 

People feel positive and gain a sense of achievement. 
 

At the end of the event it is common that participants feel they have learned much and they believe it will help 
in the way they interact together in the workplace.  However, within a few days the real effect has diminished. 
 

Why is this?   
 

We need to look at the way the training event was constructed.  The team participating in the event had an 
agreed overarching vision or objective (perhaps to be the most successful team).  For each challenge they had 
a very specific objective (perhaps to achieve a certain outcome in a designated period of time).  To succeed in 
each challenge every individual was reliant on the contribution of the others and every individual had to carry 
out different elements of the task.  
 

In other words the event built in the four fundamental criteria needed in order for a team to function – a 
united vision, common goals and objectives, interdependency, and defined roles and responsibilities.  These 
criteria are usually ‘buried’ within the event and they are never explicitly examined. 
 

When the participants return to the workplace with a will to be better team-workers they often return to 
situations where there is no common and united vision, where there are no agreed goals and objectives and 
where interdependency is not built into the way people work and operate. 
 

All the excellent lessons about communicating better and offering support and encouragement to others 
never take root, as the basics for a team-working environment do not exist.  Gradually things go back to how 
they were in the past and the teambuilding event is remembered as a ‘great couple of days in the outdoors’. 
 

Our recommendations are simple.  Whatever teambuilding training an organisation chooses to use must, in its 
earliest stages, get people to realise and recognise the four essential elements that need to be in place for a 
team to have any chance of operating well.  One clear focus for the event should be for the participants to 
explicitly consider and conclude how these four elements can be imported back into the team situations in 
which they operate back in the workplace. 
 

When this issue is a fundamental component of the teambuilding training exercise then the event has a good 
chance of delivering real value to firms who choose to make such an investment. 
 
 
Summary 
 

Most key clients will demand some form of team based approach therefore 
sound team working is essential for us to meet the client’s expectations.  For 
a team to have any chance of succeeding it must have a shared vision of what 
it is trying to achieve with the client in question, specific objectives, and a way 
of working that is built on people having defined roles and responsibilities but 
in an environment of interdependency. 
 

On the assumption that these four essential criteria are in place there are 
many tools and processes that can be utilised to ensure that the day to day 
working of the team is as effective as possible.  Team co-operation and team 
meetings can be improved immeasurably through the implementation of these 
tools and processes and training people in how to work as a team has great 
value if it is carried out in this way. 
 

One final thought - we believe that client service teams work best when they 
are led as well as managed, but whether client service teams are led (and led 
well) is as much a matter of a firm’s culture and way of working as it is of the 
make up and capability of individual client teams. 


