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The Art and Science of Staffing Decisions in 
Professional Services 
By John Quirk 

Introduction 
In leading professional services firms, the decisions we make about who works on which projects 
should be far more than mere administrative tasks. These choices shape the success of our 
engagements, the growth of our people, and ultimately, the trajectory of our firms. Yet, for many 
leaders, staffing remains an underappreciated art, often relegated to hasty decisions based on 
availability alone or delegated to an administrator. 

This approach is a missed opportunity. Thoughtful, strategic staffing is a powerful lever for 
building a stable, sustainable professional services firm. It's a complex puzzle that demands we 
balance technical requirements, client expectations, individual development needs, and firm-
wide strategic objectives. Get it right, and you create a virtuous cycle of successful projects, 
growing capabilities, and deepening client relationships. Get it wrong, and you risk project 
failures, stunted professional growth, and eroding client trust. 

In this paper, we discuss in detail the concept of the Staffing Matrix - a framework for making 
staffing decisions that considers the full spectrum of relevant factors. This approach treats 
staffing not as a simple matching exercise, but as a strategic function that can drive firm 
performance and resilience. 

 

The Multifaceted Nature of Staffing Decisions 
At its base, staffing is about matching people to projects. But beneath this simple description lies 
a web of interconnected considerations and decisions that savvy professional services leaders 
must navigate. 

First and foremost are the technical skills and knowledge required for the project at hand. This is 
straight forward - you need a database expert for a database project, a change management 
specialist for an organizational transformation, and so on. But even here, nuance abounds. Do 
you need deep, specialized expertise or broader, more versatile knowledge? Is this an 
opportunity to stretch a promising junior consultant under the guidance of a seasoned expert? 
How much does the person making the staffing decision know about the project and the client 
and where are they getting their information from? 
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Availability is the obvious factor, but staffing should not only be about who's free. It's about 
understanding utilization patterns across your firm and making choices that balance workloads 
sustainably. Overworking your stars may deliver short-term results, but it's a recipe for burnout 
and attrition in the long run. 

Leadership and project management capabilities are critical, especially for complex 
engagements. Technical brilliance doesn't always translate to effective team leadership or client 
management. The best staffing decisions consider not just individual skills, but how different 
personalities and working styles will mesh to form high-performing teams. 

Client relationships add another layer of complexity. Some clients have strong preferences for 
particular consultants, built on trust developed over multiple engagements. Others may benefit 
from fresh perspectives. Balancing relationship continuity with the need to expose clients to your 
firm's broader capabilities is a delicate act. 

Then there's the professional development angle. Every staffing decision is a learning opportunity 
- a chance for consultants to hone existing skills, develop new ones, or gain exposure to different 
industries or types of work. Neglect this aspect, and you risk creating a static workforce ill-
equipped to meet evolving client needs. 

Finally, there are financial considerations. Different consultants come with different bill rates and 
cost structures. The most profitable staffing choice in the short term may not always align with 
what's best for the project or the long-term health of your firm. 

 

Building Your Staffing Matrix 
To navigate these complex considerations, firms need a structured approach. This is where the 
Staffing Matrix comes in. It's a framework that allows you to visualize and weigh the various 
factors influencing your staffing decisions. 

Start by creating a comprehensive skills inventory. This should go beyond simple categories like 
"Java developer" or "change management consultant." Dive deeper into specific technical skills, 
industry knowledge, certifications, previous clients and soft skills. Develop a rating system to 
indicate proficiency levels in an objective way. 

Next, develop a clear view of availability and utilization. This is where advanced metrics can 
provide valuable insights. The Capacity Sold Over Time™ (CSOT) metric, while initially introduced 
as a company-wide measure, can be powerfully applied at the individual level. Calculate CSOT for 
each consultant for 4, 8, and 12 weeks into the future. This granular view offers several 
advantages: 

 

https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/96d52ff5-89ea-405e-90fe-233d3204286e/downloads/Professional%20Services%20Advanced%20Metrics%20-%20CSOT.pdf?ver=1724172746545
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• Precise Capacity Planning: CSOT provides a nuanced understanding of each consultant's 
committed time, allowing for more accurate staffing decisions. 

• Identifying Partial Availability: By examining individual CSOT, you can spot consultants who 
aren't fully utilized on current projects. This opens opportunities for partial allocations to 
new projects, maximizing billable hours and consultant development. 

• Forecasting Bandwidth and Strategic Involvement: The 4, 8, and 12-week CSOT 
projections allow you to anticipate upcoming availability, facilitating proactive staffing 
decisions and smoother project transitions. This foresight enables a strategic approach to 
involving potential team members in the sales process for high-probability opportunities. 

• Balancing Workloads: By comparing individual CSOT across your team, you can quickly 
identify and address utilization imbalances, preventing burnout and underutilization. 

• Strategic Resource Allocation: Understanding individual CSOT trends helps in aligning 
consultant availability with strategic projects and growth areas for the firm. 
 

By identifying consultants likely to have capacity when a prospective project is set to begin, you 
can involve them judiciously in client interactions during the sales cycle. This approach offers 
several benefits: 

• Client Confidence: Introducing potential team members during the sales process allows 
clients to meet and evaluate the actual talent they'll be working with, often becoming a 
decisive factor in winning the business. 

• Proposal Quality: Input from likely project team members can enhance the quality and 
specificity of your proposals, differentiating your firm from competitors. 

• Relationship Building: Early involvement allows consultants to begin building rapport with 
the client, laying the groundwork for strong project relationships. 

• Improved Sales-to-Delivery Handoff: Involving potential team members in the sales 
process significantly smooths the transition from sales to delivery. When consultants who 
participated in pre-sales activities become part of the project team, they bring invaluable 
context and continuity. This seamless handoff reduces the common pitfalls of misaligned 
expectations or lost knowledge that can occur when a sales team simply "throws the 
project over the wall" to a delivery team. The result is typically a faster project start, 
better-aligned deliverables, and higher client satisfaction from day one. 

However, this strategy must be employed carefully. Be transparent with clients about the 
tentative nature of these staffing decisions and manage your team's expectations about 
potential assignments. The goal is to strike a balance between showcasing your talent and 
maintaining staffing flexibility. 

 

This isn't just about current assignments, but also about the upcoming project pipeline and 
historical utilization patterns. Are some team members consistently overutilized while others are 
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underutilized? Your staffing matrix, informed by individual CSOT data, should help you spot and 
correct these imbalances. 

Implementing individual CSOT tracking may require updates to your project management and 
time-tracking systems, but the resulting clarity in resource availability often justifies the 
investment. It transforms utilization management from a reactive process to a proactive, strategic 
function that supports both immediate project needs and long-term firm objectives. 

You should map out client relationships and preferences. Which consultants have strong rapport 
with which clients? Who has deep knowledge of a client's industry or business model? This 
information is crucial for maintaining continuity in client relationships while also identifying 
opportunities to broaden client exposure to your team. 

Track individual development plans and career trajectories. What skills does each team member 
want to develop? What types of projects align with their career goals? Incorporating this 
information into your staffing matrix ensures that you're not just meeting immediate project 
needs, but also investing in your team's long-term growth and satisfaction. 

 

Balancing Short-term and Long-term Objectives 
With your Staffing Matrix in place, the challenge becomes balancing immediate needs with long-
term objectives. It's a constant tension: do you staff the project with your go-to expert who can 
deliver results quickly, or do you use it as an opportunity to develop a promising junior 
consultant? 

The key is to think beyond the immediate project. Yes, client satisfaction and project success are 
critical. But so is building a resilient, adaptable workforce that can meet future challenges. 
Sometimes, this means making staffing choices that might be slightly suboptimal in the short 
term but pay dividends in the long run. 

Consider creating project teams that pair seasoned experts with up-and-coming talent. This 
approach allows for knowledge transfer and mentoring while still ensuring high-quality 
deliverables. It may require more oversight and potentially longer timelines, but it builds depth in 
your organization and reduces key person risk. 

Also, don't underestimate the value of cross-training. Staffing decisions that expose consultants 
to new industries, technologies, or types of work build a more versatile workforce. This versatility 
is a key component of firm resilience, allowing you to adapt more quickly to changing market 
demands. 

 

Transparency and Flexibility in Long-Term Staffing 

https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/96d52ff5-89ea-405e-90fe-233d3204286e/downloads/Building%20The%20Resilient%20Professional%20Services%20F.pdf?ver=1724172746545
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Long-term engagements with clients present unique staffing challenges. While clients may prefer 
consistency, consultants often seek variety in their work. This tension, if not managed properly, 
can lead to decreased motivation, reduced performance, and ultimately, talent attrition. 

The solution lies in transparency and flexibility, both with your clients and your consultants. At my 
firm, we implemented a policy that after six months on a project, consultants had the option to 
rotate off if they desired. This approach yielded several benefits: 

• Enhanced Employee Satisfaction: Knowing they weren't indefinitely "stuck" on a project 
increased consultants' sense of control over their careers. Even when consultants chose 
to stay, the mere existence of the option improved job satisfaction. 

• Improved Client Relations: By having open discussions with clients about our rotation 
policy, we demonstrated our commitment to both their project's success and our 
employees' growth. This transparency often deepened client trust. 

• Skill Development: Regular rotations, when they occurred, allowed consultants to 
broaden their skill sets and industry exposure, making them more versatile and valuable 
to the firm. 

• Fresh Perspectives: Bringing new team members onto long-term projects periodically can 
inject fresh ideas and approaches, benefiting both the client and the project outcomes. 

• Succession Planning: Regular rotation opportunities created natural points for knowledge 
transfer and succession planning, reducing the risk associated with key person 
dependencies. 

Implementing this policy requires careful management. Clear communication with clients and 
Employees is critical. Developing a Professional Services Staff that understands the business will 
allow you to have conversations the will minimize any client disruption. Thoughtful timing of 
rotations, smooth transition processes, and balanced decision-making are all crucial for success. 

 

The Role of Data in Staffing Decisions 
While intuition and experience play important roles in staffing, data can provide invaluable 
insights and support more informed decisions. Key metrics to track include utilization rates, skill 
proficiency levels, and client satisfaction scores. 

Implement systems to capture and analyze this data. Modern professional services automation 
(PSA) tools can help, but even a well-maintained spreadsheet can be a good starting point. The 
goal is to move from anecdotal evidence to data-driven insights. 
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For example, by analyzing historical data, you might discover that certain combinations of skills 
and personalities lead to higher client satisfaction scores. Or you might identify correlations 
between specific types of project experiences and consultant retention rates. 

As your data set grows, you can start using predictive analytics to anticipate future staffing needs. 
This forward-looking approach allows you to make proactive decisions about hiring, training, and 
resource allocation. 

 

The Human Element: Judgment and Intuition in Staffing 
While data is crucial, it's not the whole story. Effective staffing also requires judgment and 
intuition. This is where experienced leaders add tremendous value. 

Sometimes, you need to read between the lines of client requests. A client might ask for a 
specific technical skill, but what they really need is someone who can navigate a complex political 
environment. Or they might request your top expert, when what would really benefit them is a 
fresh perspective. 

Assessing team dynamics and personality fits is another area where intuition plays a key role. 
Technical skills might match on paper, but if personalities clash, project performance will suffer. 
Experienced leaders often have a sixth sense for which combinations of people will gel into high-
performing teams. 

Recognizing and nurturing high-potential talent is also more art than science. Data can indicate 
high performers, but identifying those with leadership potential often requires a more nuanced 
understanding of individual strengths, motivations, and growth trajectories. 

 

Staffing as a Strategic Function 
When done right, staffing becomes a strategic function that drives firm performance and 
resilience. It's not just about filling slots on projects, but about shaping the capabilities and 
culture of your organization. 

Align your staffing decisions with your firm's strategy and growth plans. If you're aiming to 
expand into new service areas or industries, your staffing choices should reflect that ambition. 
Use project staffing as a way to build capabilities in strategic areas, even if it means sometimes 
saying no to projects that don't align with your long-term vision. 

Staffing can also drive innovation and service development. By strategically exposing your team 
to new challenges and industries, you create opportunities for cross-pollination of ideas and the 
development of novel solutions. 
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Conclusion 
Mastering the art and science of staffing is a journey, not a destination. It requires ongoing 
refinement of your processes, continuous learning, and a willingness to make tough choices that 
prioritize long-term success over short-term expediency. 

The Staffing Matrix provides a framework for making these complex decisions. By considering the 
full spectrum of factors - from technical skills and availability to professional development needs 
and strategic alignment - you can make staffing choices that not only deliver successful projects 
but also build a more capable, engaged, and resilient workforce. 

Remember, every staffing decision is an opportunity - to delight a client, to develop your people, 
to strengthen your firm. By treating staffing as the strategic function it truly is, you lay the 
foundation for sustainable growth and success. 
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