The Hard Truth about Soft Skills — Part 1

"Most of us spend too much time on what is urgent and not enough time on
what is important.”" — Stephen Covey

Introduction

| think that in the professional services industry, Steven Covey's wisdom rings particularly true. Firms
often find themselves caught in a cycle of urgency, focusing intensely on matching technical skills to
immediate project needs. While this technical fit is undoubtedly crucial, it represents the urgent rather
than the important in the long-term success equation.

Soft Skills are the important, often overlooked element.

Technical expertise alone no longer guarantees success in professional services. As client expectations
evolve and projects grow more complex, a broader set of competencies has become equally crucial.
These soft skills — the ability to communicate effectively, collaborate seamlessly, lead with vision, and
adapt to change — are the bedrock of lasting success in our field.

The term "soft skills" often evokes a limited image of communication abilities - writing clear emails or
delivering polished presentations. While these are important, this narrow view misses many critical
aspects that truly drive success in professional services. Soft skills encompass a much broader range of
interpersonal and behavioral competencies. They determine how effectively we collaborate with team
members, adapt to changing project requirements, manage our time, and navigate complex client
relationships. These skills make the difference between a good consultant and a great one, influencing
everything from project outcomes to client satisfaction and team morale.

The rise of remote work has fundamentally changed how we interact with clients and colleagues. This
new reality has made soft skills more critical than ever while making them more challenging to evaluate
and develop. The informal learning opportunities that once occurred naturally in office environments
must now be deliberately cultivated in virtual spaces.

Despite their importance, soft skills often remain nebulous concepts in many firms. They're frequently
discussed but rarely defined, praised but seldom measured. This lack of clarity can lead to inconsistent
development efforts and missed opportunities for both individual growth and firm-wide improvement.

In this article, I'll discuss ten critical soft skills for professional services, going beyond communication to
include competencies like emotional intelligence, adaptability, and creative problem-solving. By shifting
our focus from the urgent task of technical matching to the important work of developing these crucial
soft skills, we can build more resilient, adaptable, and successful professional services organizations.
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Ten Core Soft Skills

1. Communication

Effective communication in professional services goes far beyond writing clear emails or delivering
polished presentations. It encompasses the ability to articulate complex ideas simply, listen actively,
tailor messages to diverse audiences, and communicate persuasively across various mediums.

In the digital world, it also includes the skill of building rapport and conveying nuance through virtual
channels. Consider a senior consultant leading a virtual workshop with a client's executive team. She
must not only present complex data clearly but also read subtle cues in participants' reactions, facilitate
engaging discussions, and build trust — all through a video screen.

In addition, communication in professional services often involves translating technical jargon into
language that resonates with non-expert stakeholders. It's about knowing when to use data to make a
point and when a compelling narrative will be more effective.

2. Teamwork and Collaboration

The complexity of modern professional services engagements often requires seamless collaboration
among multiple teams. That is true not only of delivering projects, but also internally being able to
market and sell them. This skill involves the ability to work effectively in cross-functional groups,
contribute to a positive team dynamic, share knowledge freely, and leveraging the strengths of others.

In practice, this might mean a data analyst working closely with UX designers and business strategists on
a digital transformation project. Each team member must not only excel in their area of expertise but
also understand enough about their colleagues' domains to integrate their work effectively.

Virtual collaboration skills have become crucial in today's remote work environment. This includes
proficiency with digital collaboration tools, the ability to maintain team cohesion without face-to-face
interaction, and the skill to contribute effectively in virtual meetings.

3. Leadership

Leadership in professional services isn't limited to those with formal authority. It's about influencing
others, taking initiative, and guiding projects to successful completion. This skill includes the ability to
motivate team members, make decisions under pressure, delegate effectively, and inspire confidence in
clients and colleagues alike.

A junior consultant demonstrating leadership might take the initiative to propose a new approach to a
struggling project, rallying the team around the idea and presenting it convincingly to the client.
Leadership also involves ethical decision-making, often navigating complex situations where the right
course of action isn't immediately clear.

In the context of professional services, leadership often means balancing the needs of the client, the
firm, and the team — sometimes making tough calls that may be unpopular in the short term but serve
the best interests of all parties in the long run.
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4. Problem Solving and Critical Thinking

At the heart of professional services is the ability to solve complex problems. This skill involves analytical
thinking, the capacity to break down complex issues, synthesize information from various sources, and
develop innovative solutions. It also includes the ability to think strategically, considering long-term
implications and potential unintended consequences.

For instance, a management consultant working on a cost-reduction project for a client needs to analyze
vast amounts of operational and financial data. But beyond number-crunching, they must consider how
proposed changes might affect employee morale, customer satisfaction, and long-term competitiveness.
They need to think critically about the assumptions underlying their analysis and anticipate how
recommended changes might ripple through the organization.

Problem-solving in professional services often involves navigating ambiguity and making decisions with
incomplete information. It requires the ability to ask the right questions, challenge assumptions, and see
connections that others might miss.

5. Adaptability and Flexibility

We live in an era of rapid change, and the ability to adapt quickly to new situations, technologies, and
client needs is crucial. This skill includes being open to new ideas, willingness to learn continuously, and
the capacity to remain effective in the face of ambiguity or shifting priorities.

Consider a technology consultant who's been working on implementing a software solution for clients.
When a new, disruptive technology emerges, they must quickly learn about the new system, evaluate its
potential impact on their clients' businesses, and potentially pivot their recommendations — all while
managing client expectations and team dynamics. Almost all of us are going through this right now, in
trying to understand and apply Artificial Intelligence.

Adaptability also means being able to switch gears between different projects or clients, each with its
unique culture and challenges. It's about maintaining effectiveness whether you're working with a start-
up or a Fortune 500 company, in a highly structured or a more fluid environment.

6. Time Management and Organization

Effective consultants must juggle multiple projects, deadlines, and stakeholders. This skill involves the
ability to prioritize tasks, manage competing demands, and deliver high-quality work on time and within
budget. It also includes the self-discipline required to maintain productivity in less structured remote
work environments.

In practice, this might involve a consultant simultaneously managing a long-term strategic project for one
client, a short-term crisis intervention for another, and internal firm responsibilities. They need to be
able to switch contexts quickly, manage their energy as well as their time, and ensure that all
commitments are met without sacrificing quality.

Moreover, in client-facing roles, effective time management often extends to helping clients manage
their time and resources more effectively. It's about setting realistic expectations, creating efficient work
processes, and ensuring that project timelines align with client capabilities and constraints.
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7. Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence is the ability to recognize, understand, and manage one's own emotions, as well
as those of others. In professional services, this skill is crucial for building strong client relationships,
navigating team dynamics, and maintaining composure under pressure. It includes empathy, self-
awareness, and the ability to handle difficult conversations constructively.

A consultant with high emotional intelligence might recognize signs of frustration in a client before
they're explicitly expressed, allowing them to address concerns proactively. They might also be able to
manage their own stress during high-pressure situations, ensuring that they continue to perform at their
best and support their team effectively.

In leadership roles, emotional intelligence is critical for creating a positive team culture, providing
constructive feedback, and inspiring and motivating others. It's about creating an environment where
team members feel valued, understood, and empowered to do their best work.

8. Client Relationship Management

Building and maintaining strong client relationships is fundamental to success in professional services.
This skill goes beyond mere customer service. It involves understanding client needs (often before the
clients themselves do), managing expectations, building trust, and becoming a trusted advisor. It also

includes the ability to navigate complex political landscapes within client organizations.

Effective client relationship management might involve a consultant anticipating potential challenges in a
client's industry and proactively proposing solutions. It's about balancing the need to meet immediate
client requests with the responsibility to provide honest, sometimes challenging advice that serves the
client's long-term interests.

Today, much of this relationship building must happen virtually, requiring consultants to find new ways to
create personal connections and demonstrate value without the benefit of in-person interactions.

9. Creativity and Innovation

While often associated with artistic pursuits, creativity in professional services is about generating novel
solutions to business challenges. This skill involves thinking outside traditional frameworks, challenging
assumptions, and bringing fresh perspectives to client problems. It also includes the ability to foster
innovation within teams and help clients navigate disruptive changes in their industries.

A creative consultant might draw insights from seemingly unrelated industries to solve a client's problem
in a new way. They might use design thinking principles to reframe a challenge entirely, leading to
breakthrough solutions.

Innovation in professional services also involves helping clients build their own capacity for creativity and
change. This might mean designing workshops to stimulate creative thinking, or developing frameworks
that help clients continue to innovate long after the consulting engagement has ended.

10. Conflict Resolution

In any complex project or client relationship, conflicts are inevitable. The ability to manage and resolve
conflicts constructively is a critical skill. This involves the capacity to mediate disagreements, find win-
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win solutions, and turn potentially negative situations into opportunities for strengthening relationships
and improving outcomes.

A consultant skilled in conflict resolution might navigate disagreements between different departments
in a client organization, helping to align diverse stakeholders around a common goal. They might also
manage conflicts within their own team, ensuring that differences in opinion lead to better outcomes
rather than hindering progress.

Effective conflict resolution often requires a combination of other soft skills — communication, emotional
intelligence, and leadership all play a role in turning conflicts into constructive discussions.

Interconnections and Synergies

While I've presented these skills individually, it's crucial to recognize that they don't exist in isolation.
There are significant interconnections and synergies among them. For instance, strong communication
skills enhance one's ability to manage client relationships. Emotional intelligence supports effective
leadership and conflict resolution. Creativity often goes hand-in-hand with problem-solving and
adaptability.

Understanding these interconnections is important in developing a holistic approach to soft skills training
and development. Improvement in one area often leads to gains in others, creating a virtuous cycle of
professional growth. For example, as a consultant improves their emotional intelligence, they're likely to
become a better communicator, which in turn enhances their leadership capabilities and client
relationship management skills.

Consider a scenario where a project is falling behind schedule. A consultant with strong problem-solving
skills might identify the root causes of the delay. Their adaptability allows them to propose a revised
approach. But it's their communication skills that enable them to convey this change effectively to the
client. Their emotional intelligence helps them navigate any disappointment or frustration from the
client. Leadership skills come into play as they rally the team around the new plan. And throughout,
they're managing the client relationship, turning a potential setback into an opportunity to demonstrate
value and build trust.

This example illustrates how these skills work together in real-world situations. It's this interplay of
competencies that often distinguishes truly exceptional consultants from those who are merely
technically proficient.

Conclusion

By broadening our understanding of soft skills beyond mere communication, and understanding the
value these skills bring to our clients and our firm, we open up new avenues for professional
development. These ten essential skills form a Soft Skills foundation that addresses the complex
demands of modern professional services.

In an business where the primary asset walks out the door every evening cultivating these skills is not
just about individual professional development — it's a strategic imperative for firms. The ability to
consistently deliver high-quality work, build strong client relationships, and navigate complex business
challenges depends on having a workforce that excels across this spectrum of soft skills.

© 2024 - Quirk’s Next Thing, LLC



As artificial intelligence, automation and other new technologies continue to advance, these uniquely
human skills become even more critical. While machines may be able to process data faster or perform
certain analytical tasks more efficiently, skills like emotional intelligence, creative problem-solving, and
adaptability remain firmly in the human domain.

In my next article, I'll explore effective strategies for cultivating these skills, both at the individual and
organizational level. We'll examine how firms can create targeted training programs, leverage
mentorship, and foster a culture that values and reinforces these critical competencies. We'll also look at
how the development of these skills can be integrated into performance management systems and
career progression paths.

Those firms who master this full spectrum of soft skills will be best positioned to deliver exceptional
value, navigate complex challenges, and drive lasting success in professional services. Firms that
prioritize the development of these skills across their workforce will find themselves with a powerful
competitive advantage — one that's difficult to replicate and highly valuable in delivering transformative
results for clients.
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