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For most of the past forty years, the prescription handed to growing professional services firms has been
consistent. Build a sales culture by hiring salespeople to do it. Separate the seller from the doer so that
experts can focus on billable work while the sales team carries the pipeline. Promote the rainmakers to
leadership and let them mentor the next generation of relationship-builders. Scale through hiring rather than
through reinvention.

That prescription emerged from a different buying environment. It was forged in an era when buyers picked
up the telephone and asked salespeople to teach them what was possible. It was refined in an era when
corporate procurement functions required a vendor relationship to evaluate any meaningful purchase.

It became the standard playbook in an era when business development meant cold calls, executive
lunches, and the gradual cultivation of trust between a firm's senior representatives and a buyer's senior
decision-makers.

That era has ended. Today, professional services buyers complete approximately seventy percent of their
evaluation journey before engaging any vendor at all. They use Al assistants, peer networks, and self-
directed research to form opinions long before a sales conversation begins. Gartner's research finds that
across the entire buying journey, customers spend just seventeen percent of their time meeting with
potential suppliers, and that seventeen percent is divided among multiple competing firms. The arithmetic of
the modern sales conversation has changed.

Yet most professional services firms continue to operate from the older prescription. They reach a plateau
and conclude they need to hire salespeople. They hire salespeople and find the pipeline does not improve.
They conclude they hired the wrong salespeople and try again. They reach again for the same prescription,
and the same outcome arrives.

This research was designed to ask a different question. Not whether to hire salespeople, but when. And
underneath that question: what conditions make a sales hire productive, and what conditions guarantee that
no sales hire, regardless of seniority or incentive design or training budget, will produce the result the firm is
hoping for?

The findings of this study, drawn from clinical analysis across twenty professional services engagements
between 2017 and 2026, point to an inconvenient answer. In the firms studied, premature sales hiring was
the single most common failure mode. It was more common than failed strategic planning efforts. It was
more common than poor talent development. It was more common than misaligned compensation systems.
Thirty-five percent of firms in this sample had made exactly the mistake the conventional prescription told
them to make, and they were stuck.
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The good news in the data is that the alternative prescription is identifiable, and in this sample has produced
reliable results. The firms that grew successfully through the seller-doer model, including one two-billion-
dollar global engineering firm operating with zero dedicated sellers, followed a different sequence than the
conventional prescription. They invested upstream first, in marketing infrastructure and visible expertise.
They installed selling capability in their existing technical leadership rather than importing it from outside.
They built lead-generation engines before they built lead-conversion teams. When they did eventually hire
sellers, those sellers had something to leverage.

This paper is an attempt to make that alternative sequence visible, defensible, and prescriptive enough to be
useful to the firms still operating under the older playbook. The intended reader is a partner, principal, or
executive of a professional services firm, most likely between five million and fifty million dollars in revenue,
most likely operating in a technical domain, who is somewhere on the path from "we should probably hire
someone in sales" toward the question of what would actually work instead.

The research has clear limitations, named honestly in the method section that follows. The findings are
drawn from the population of firms that engaged ALTA, which means the sample skews toward firms that
recognized they needed help. The intervention prescriptions described here are the ones the author and his
team have observed in practice rather than a theoretical exhaustion of every possible response. The lead
generation challenge that surfaced as the residual difficulty across half the sample is acknowledged as the
frontier this research has not yet solved.

With those caveats stated upfront, what follows is the clearest pattern this clinical research has been able
to identify. Twenty firms, four operating archetypes, three findings, and one prescription about sequence.
The seller-doer model is not a stage to escape. In technical professional services, it is the operating system
to perfect.

Gord Smith
Practice Director, ALTA Consulting
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Professional services firms have been told for decades that the path to scale runs through hiring
salespeople. Build a sales culture, the conventional wisdom says, by importing one. Separate the seller from
the doer, free the experts to bill more hours, and let the sales team carry the pipeline.

This research, drawn from clinical analysis across twenty technical professional services engagements
between 2017 and 2026, finds that conventional wisdom is wrong for firms whose marketing infrastructure
cannot support a dedicated sales function. Thirty-five percent of firms in the sample had made exactly that
mistake. Every Mixed-outcome engagement in the research traced back to it.

Hiring salespeople does not build a sales culture. It tends to expose
the absence of one.

® THREE FINDINGS, ONE CLUSTER PATTERN, ONE FRONTIER

Three structural findings emerge from the closed sample. A fourth pattern reveals a vertical cluster where
the seller-doer model is structurally optimal at any scale. A fifth observation surfaces what the research has
not yet solved.

Finding 1 documents the Premature Sales Hire pattern. Seven of twenty firms, or thirty-five percent of the
sample, had hired dedicated sellers before building the marketing infrastructure to support them. The pattern
does not depend on firm size; it appears in companies from one million to twenty million dollars in revenue. It
accounts for every Mixed engagement outcome in the database.

Finding 2 describes the two percent marketing spend trap. Fourteen of twenty firms invested between one
and two percent of revenue in marketing at engagement start. Eighteen of twenty fell below the ten percent
Hinge benchmark for high-growth professional services firms. The structural underinvestment has
compounding effects. With no marketing engine generating inbound pipeline, every origination dollar falls to
founders and partners whose billable hours compete for the same time. The firm reaches for the
conventional prescription, hires sellers prematurely, and the pattern of Finding 1 reproduces.

Finding 3 establishes the engineering pattern at any scale. All four engineering firms in the sample, from a
four-million-dollar founder-led practice to a two-billion-dollar global firm, operated seller-doer with zero or
minimal dedicated sellers. The pattern holds across a five-hundred-times revenue range. In expert-led
technical domains, the seller-doer model is the dominant operating archetype regardless of firm size.
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The cluster pattern threads these findings together. Engineering and Management Consulting firms behave
alike in this sample, and differently from IT Services firms. The seven firms in the Technical Project-Based
and Knowledge Advisory clusters share a partner-led operating pattern that the eleven firms in the Tech
Services Delivery cluster do not. The defensible analytical unit appears to be the delivery model rather than
the industry label.

The frontier of the research, named honestly, is lead generation. The phrase "lead generation was difficult"
appears in ten of twenty cases, including in fully successful engagements. The cases span from sub-one-
million-dollar founder-led practices to two-billion-dollar global engineering firms. Lead generation is the lever
this research has identified but has not yet solved.

m THE PRESCRIPTIVE SEQUENCE

Combining the three findings produces a prescriptive sequence that inverts the conventional advice.
Technical professional services firms should invest upstream first, in marketing infrastructure, visible
expertise, and the installation of insight selling capability in their existing technical leadership. Dedicated
sales hires, when they are appropriate at all, should follow rather than precede those investments.

In some clusters of professional services, most clearly engineering and management consulting, dedicated
sellers may not become necessary even at large scale. The firms in this study that operated successfully at
fifty million dollars and beyond in those clusters did so without separate sales functions. They had instead
invested over many years in the technical reputation, partner relationships, and consultative selling
capability that make the seller-doer model scale.

B INTENDED READERS

This paper is written for partners, principals, and executives of professional services firms operating in
technical domains, most likely between five million and fifty million dollars in revenue, considering the
question of how to scale beyond founder-dependent origination. It is also written for the consultants and
advisors who serve those firms, and for educators training the next generation of practitioners. The four firm
types described in Section 5 are intended to be diagnostic. Readers should be able to identify their own firm
and locate the appropriate intervention sequence.
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SECTION 1

The Seller-Doer
Question



Before examining what the data says, this section establishes the question the data is being asked to
address. The conventional wisdom on selling in professional services firms has roots that are worth
understanding, structural reasons it persists, and a specific reason it has begun to fail in the past five years
that has nothing to do with the quality of the firms still following it. That last point has implications that
change which firms should consider which interventions.

1.1 The Conventional Wisdom

Open any business book on scaling a professional services firm written between roughly 1990 and 2015,
and the prescription is consistent. The firm begins with a founder who sells what they personally know how
to deliver. The founder grows by hiring delivery talent, then by promoting that talent into client-facing roles.
As the firm reaches the band roughly between five and twenty million dollars in revenue, the conventional
advice arrives. The founder cannot continue to be the firm's primary salesperson. The firm needs a

sales function.

From that pivot point, the prescription typically continues. Hire a senior sales leader, perhaps a vice
president of sales, a chief revenue officer, or an experienced account executive. That hire builds a sales
team. The team builds a pipeline. The founder is freed to focus on strategy, on building the firm's intellectual
property, and on the largest accounts. The sellers handle qualification, opportunity development, and net-
new client acquisition. The firm scales.

This prescription has a respectable lineage. It draws on the experience of consulting firms that did
successfully separate sales from delivery during the 1980s and 1990s. McKinsey, Bain, and Boston
Consulting Group all built sales functions distinct from their consulting partner ranks during that period and
used them to drive growth. The prescription also draws on the playbooks of professional services firms in
adjacent categories, including large law and big four accounting, where dedicated business development
professionals have been part of the firm structure for decades. It is reinforced by the broader business
literature on scaling, including widely-read frameworks that treat the inability to delegate sales as a founder-
bottleneck pattern to be overcome by hiring.

In the technical professional services firms that comprise the sample of this study, the conventional wisdom
has been internalized completely. Every firm in the sample knew the prescription. Every firm in the sample
considered, at some point, hiring a sales function as a response to growth pressure. Seven of the twenty
firms, thirty-five percent of the sample, acted on it before they were ready, in the precise manner the
prescription advises. The results of those decisions are the subject of Section 3.

1.2 Why It Fails

The conventional prescription fails for technical professional services firms below approximately twenty-five
million dollars in revenue for three structural reasons that compound on one another. None of these reasons
is about the quality of the people involved.
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B THE ECONOMIC MISMATCH

A senior dedicated sales hire (defined as a true vice president of sales or chief revenue officer with the skills
to build and manage a team) costs a professional services firm between three hundred and five hundred
thousand dollars in fully loaded annual cost when factoring in compensation, sales operations support,
technology, and management overhead. A more junior sales hire, in the account executive or business
development representative bands, costs between one hundred fifty and two hundred fifty thousand

fully loaded.

For a five-million-dollar firm operating at the typical thirty to forty percent gross margin of a labor-intensive
professional services business, a senior sales hire represents twenty to thirty percent of available investable
margin. For a ten-million-dollar firm, the figure is still ten to fifteen percent. These are not small bets. They
consume the budget that might otherwise have funded marketing investment, intellectual property
development, or capability building in the existing team. The firm is making a choice, and the choice, when
made in the wrong sequence, forecloses the other options that might have produced better outcomes.

m THE INTEGRATION FRICTION

Professional services firms operate on cultures that have been built around delivery excellence. The norms,
the language, the metrics, and the prestige hierarchy all reward technical depth. A dedicated salesperson,
particularly one hired from outside the firm's domain, enters that culture as a foreign body. The seller's
success metrics are different from the consultants' success metrics. The seller's compensation structure

is different. The seller's daily activities look, from the consultants' perspective, like a different kind of

work entirely.

This integration friction is rarely fatal at large firms, where the volume of activity and the scale of the sales
operation create a sufficient critical mass for the sales function to develop its own internal culture. At smaller
firms, the friction often is fatal. The seller either fails to integrate and leaves within twelve to eighteen
months, or remains in the firm but operates as a parallel structure that the consultants do not trust and do
not support. Either outcome is expensive. Both reproduce the original problem the hire was meant to solve.

B THE SKILLS MISMATCH IN TECHNICAL BUYING

In technical professional services (engineering, IT services, specialized consulting) the buyer is typically a
technical decision-maker. They have a problem with specific technical dimensions. They are evaluating
vendors not on relationship warmth but on diagnostic depth. They expect to engage someone who can
interrogate their situation with technical fluency and form a hypothesis about what would actually work.

A dedicated salesperson, even an excellent one, is rarely equipped for that conversation. The seller can
build rapport, qualify the opportunity, navigate procurement processes, and structure deal terms. The seller
cannot, in most cases, sit in a technical room with a chief information officer or a head of engineering and
have the conversation those buyers want to have. The result is what nearly every premature sales hire case
in this study eventually documented in some form. The seller had to bring in a consultant to handle the
substantive portions of the sales conversation, and at that point the seller's marginal contribution to the deal
became unclear.
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1.3 What the Al-Shaped Buyer Journey Changed

The three structural reasons for failure described above have existed, in varying degrees, for as long as the
conventional sales-hire prescription has existed. They have always made the prescription harder to execute
than the consulting books suggested. What is new in the past five years is a fourth structural reason that did
not exist when the conventional prescription was developed, and that has begun to overwhelm the others.

Buyers of professional services no longer buy the way they bought when the prescription was written. The
shift has been documented across multiple research programs and is now sufficiently consistent to be
treated as a structural change in buyer behavior rather than a temporary phenomenon.

® THE SHRINKING VENDOR CONVERSATION

Gartner's ongoing research on the B2B buying journey, conducted across thousands of corporate buyers,
finds that customers now spend approximately seventeen percent of their total purchase decision time
interacting with potential suppliers of any kind. The remaining eighty-three percent of their time is spent on
activities the buyer conducts independently of any vendor. Internal research, peer consultation, evaluation of
options, and increasingly, conversations with Al assistants that can synthesize an enormous amount of
vendor-supplied content into a digested view of the marketplace.

The seventeen percent that buyers do spend with suppliers is not allocated to a single vendor. It is divided
among the multiple firms they are considering. Any individual vendor, including the firm that ultimately wins
the engagement, gets only a fraction of that seventeen percent. For a single salesperson in a firm of five
hundred competitors operating in a category, the time a buyer is willing to spend in conversation has
become structurally short.

m THE PRE-ENGAGEMENT JOURNEY

Approximately seventy percent of the buying journey is now completed before a buyer initiates contact with
any vendor. The buyer forms a view of what they need, narrows the field of plausible suppliers, develops
criteria for evaluation, and often makes a preliminary preference decision, all without any vendor in the
conversation. By the time the vendor enters the dialogue, the most consequential decisions about scope,
criteria, and shortlist have already been made.

This shift is particularly consequential for technical professional services because the work the conventional
sales function was meant to do (qualifying the opportunity, educating the buyer on the firm's capabilities,
building relationships through repeated interaction) is now precisely the work the buyer is doing without the
vendor. The sales function is operating in the part of the journey buyers have moved out of.

m THE BUYING COMMITTEE
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Modern B2B buying decisions for professional services typically involve between six and ten internal
stakeholders forming consensus across multiple departments. The decision is no longer made by an
individual relationship-holder. It is made by a committee whose members may never speak directly with the
vendor. The consultative selling capability that wins these decisions is the capability to produce material
(frameworks, points of view, diagnostic content, case examples) that the firm's internal champion can use to
build consensus across the committee without the vendor in the room.

This is a different selling capability than the conventional sales function was designed to provide. It is closer
to a publishing operation than a calling operation. It rewards firms that can produce visible expertise
consistently more than it rewards firms that can deploy energetic salespeople to meetings.

m THE IMPLICATION FOR SALES HIRES

Each of these three shifts independently weakens the case for dedicated sales hires in technical
professional services firms. Taken together, they have changed the basic arithmetic. In a buying
environment where buyers complete most of their journey without vendor contact, where vendor time gets
only a small slice of attention, and where decisions get made by committees the salesperson rarely meets,
the question of whether to hire a salesperson is not the question that determines growth. The question that
determines growth is whether the firm has produced enough visible expertise in the marketplace to be
discovered and shortlisted at all. That is a marketing question, an intellectual property question, and a
content question. It is not a sales hiring question.

The data in this study, presented in the sections that follow, suggests that firms which understand this and
invest accordingly outperform firms which continue to operate under the older prescription. The pattern of
premature sales hires that emerges as Finding 1 in Section 3 is, in many respects, a population of firms still
operating from the older mental model in a buying environment that has changed underneath them.

1.4 Where This Research Fits

This study is not the first piece of research on professional services firm growth, and it is positioned
deliberately alongside two existing bodies of work rather than against them.

m ADJACENT RESEARCH

The Hinge Research Institute's annual High Growth Study, now in its ninth installment, is the most extensive
ongoing survey-based research on professional services growth. Hinge surveys hundreds of professional
services firms each year and produces descriptive statistics about what distinguishes high-growth firms from
their slower-growing peers. The Hinge findings on marketing investment, that high-growth firms spend
roughly ten percent of revenue on marketing while low-growth firms spend approximately six percent, are
referenced extensively in Finding 2 of this paper as the industry benchmark against which the present
sample is compared.
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The Hinge research describes what high-growth firms do differently. This research attempts to explain why
those differences produce different outcomes, and to translate the explanation into prescriptive guidance
specific to the firm types defined in Section 5. The relationship between the two bodies of work is
complementary. Hinge provides the descriptive data on what works at scale. This paper provides the clinical
mechanism for why it works, drawn from inside engagements at firms going through the journey.

The broader literature on consultative and insight-based selling (work by the RAIN Group, the Challenger
research program of CEB now Gartner, and Matthew Dixon's writing on the modern B2B sales environment)
informs the intervention frameworks this research has used in its engagements. Where this paper discusses
insight selling as the dominant intervention across the sample, it is drawing on those existing frameworks
rather than proposing a new theory of how to sell.

m THE CONTRIBUTION OF THIS RESEARCH

What this research adds, that the existing literature does not provide, is three things. First, a clinical view
from inside twenty technical professional services engagements, the kind of close-range observation of what
happened, what changed, and what did not change that survey-based research cannot produce. Second, a
focus on a specific category of firms (technical professional services firms in the five-million to fifty-million-
dollar band, with extension cases at the smaller and larger ends) that has not been the primary focus of any
existing study. Third, a typology and intervention framework, presented in Sections 4 and 5, designed to be
diagnostically useful to a reader trying to identify their own firm and prescribe the right next move.

The clinical research tradition this paper participates in includes the work of Edgar Schein on organizational
consultation, Verne Harnish on scaling growth firms, Patrick Lencioni on team dysfunctions, and Geoffrey
Moore on technology category development. None of those works produced their findings through controlled
experiments or survey samples. All of them produced their findings through extended engagement with the
firms they were studying, structured retrospective analysis, and the careful naming of patterns that emerged.
This paper attempts to operate in that tradition.

Hinge describes what works at scale; this research attempts to
explain why.
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This section describes how the research was conducted, what was captured for each of the twenty
engagements in the sample, and the limitations of the approach. Naming the method matters because the
credibility of the findings rests on it. The patterns described in the sections that follow are derived from
clinical observation rather than from a controlled experiment or a survey instrument, and a reader is entitled
to know how that observation was structured before evaluating the conclusions drawn from it.

2.1 The Clinical Research Tradition

This study sits within a research tradition that has produced much of the foundational intellectual property in
management and organizational consulting over the past forty years. The tradition is sometimes called
clinical research, sometimes called practice-based research, sometimes called reflective practice. Its
method, summarized briefly, is this: a practitioner with extended exposure to a particular kind of organization
records what happens in their engagements with those organizations, structures the records retrospectively
to allow systematic comparison, identifies patterns that recur across multiple engagements, and presents
those patterns as testable framework hypotheses rather than as empirically proven causal claims.

The tradition includes Edgar Schein's work on organizational culture and process consultation, drawn from
decades of consulting engagements; Verne Harnish's Scaling Up methodology, derived from his work with
growth-stage firms across two decades; Patrick Lencioni's Five Dysfunctions of a Team, distilled from his
consulting practice; Geoffrey Moore's Crossing the Chasm, built from observations of the semiconductor
industry's go-to-market patterns; and Jim Collins' Good to Great, although Collins' work uses a more quasi-
experimental design with paired comparison companies.

None of these widely-influential works employed controlled experiments. None of them ran randomized
samples. All of them produced patterns of sufficient explanatory power that they have shaped how
thousands of organizations approach their work. Their findings are credible because the practitioners who
produced them had unusually deep access to the organizations they studied, because they structured their
observations rigorously enough to distinguish pattern from anecdote, and because they named the
limitations of their method honestly.

This study attempts to operate by the same standards. The twenty engagements that constitute the sample
were conducted by the author and his team between 2017 and 2026. The engagements were not designed
at the time as research; they were paid consulting engagements with client firms that engaged ALTA
Consulting to address specific business development challenges. The research database that became the
source for this paper was constructed retrospectively, beginning in 2026, by coding each engagement
against a standard set of variables. The coding was conducted by the author with structured documentation,
designed to surface counter-evidence and unexpected patterns as well as findings that supported a

starting hypothesis.
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2.2 The Twenty-Case Database

Each of the twenty engagements was coded against approximately fifty variables organized into ten
sections. The structure of the coding template was designed to capture both the firm's starting state at the
beginning of the engagement and the trajectory of change observed during and after the engagement.

The starting-state variables included firm size and structure (revenue, headcount, partner count, service line
count, leadership stage, years in business), account structure (client concentration, enterprise account
presence, new-logo versus expansion revenue mix), and a set of five key performance indicators selected to
capture the seller-doer model's effectiveness directly: inbound percentage of revenue, revenue growth rate,
price positioning, business development accountability across non-founders, and external intellectual
property visibility.

The intervention variables captured what the engagement actually delivered: the type of engagement (sales
training, business development framework build, strategic planning, advisory coaching, or multi-component),
the duration, the people involved, and the specific frameworks deployed. The outcome variables captured
what changed during and after the engagement: a categorical outcome rating at engagement end (Success,
Mixed, or Failure), movement on each of the five key performance indicators, and where data was available,
outcome assessments at twelve and twenty-four months post-engagement.

Selection of the twenty cases from the larger universe of engagements ALTA has conducted was purposive
rather than random. The intent was to assemble a sample with meaningful representation across the
analytical dimensions the research was designed to examine: vertical coverage across the seven technical
professional services categories the firm has worked in, size range from sub-one-million-dollar founder-led
practices to firms above five hundred million dollars in revenue, and inclusion of engagements that produced
mixed or troubled outcomes alongside the successes. This sampling approach is standard in clinical
research and is appropriate when the goal is pattern identification across instructive cases rather than the
estimation of population parameters.

m SAMPLE COMPOSITION

The closed sample of twenty engagements covers four analytical clusters defined by the firm's delivery
model rather than its industry label. The Technical Project-Based cluster contains four cases, all in
engineering. The Knowledge Advisory cluster contains three management consulting cases. The Tech
Services Delivery cluster contains eleven cases, ten IT services firms and one IT outsourcing firm. The
Embedded Professional Services cluster contains two professional services arms of software-as-a-
service companies.

Geographic coverage spans thirteen Canadian firms, six firms in the United States, and one firm in Mexico.
Revenue range spans from under one million dollars to two billion dollars, with the median firm in the five-to-
twenty-five-million-dollar band. Engagement years span 2017 through 2026, with five engagements still
ongoing at the time of writing.
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2.3 Limitations

The credibility of clinical research rests in part on the explicit acknowledgment of what the method does not
allow the researcher to claim. Three limitations of this study are particularly important to name, because
each shapes how the findings should be interpreted.

B SELECTION BIAS

The twenty firms in this sample share one characteristic that no random sample would share. Each chose to
engage an external consultancy to address its business development challenges. Firms that have already
solved their seller-doer questions typically do not hire ALTA. Firms that are entirely satisfied with their current
sales model do not hire ALTA. The population captured in this sample is, by definition, the population of firms
that recognized a problem and sought outside help.

This selection bias is acknowledged rather than corrected. The findings of this study should be understood
as describing the patterns observed in firms that engage with the seller-doer challenge actively, not as
estimates of how all professional services firms are distributed across the four types described in Section 5.
The fact that thirty-five percent of this sample falls into the Premature Sales Hire category does not mean
thirty-five percent of all technical professional services firms globally fit that pattern. It means that of the firms
that engaged ALTA, thirty-five percent were stuck in that specific failure mode at the time of engagement.

B SINGLE-RESEARCHER CONFIRMATION BIAS

The cases in this database were coded by the author, who is also the primary practitioner whose
engagements they describe. A single researcher with a hypothesis is at structural risk of seeing in the data
what they expected to see. The coding template was designed to mitigate this risk by forcing explicit
recording of counter-evidence, by capturing what did not work alongside what did, and by including
categorical fields with predefined options that limit the researcher's ability to retroactively reshape an
engagement to fit a pattern.

The honesty test for this kind of bias is whether the data contains findings the researcher did not expect or
would have preferred not to find. This database does. The leadership-instability variant of the Premature
Sales Hire pattern, documented in Finding 1, was not anticipated by the original hypothesis. The persistence
of the lead-generation challenge across half the sample, including in fully successful engagements, was not
anticipated either, and is acknowledged explicitly as the lever the research has not solved. The fact that
these inconvenient findings are present and named suggests the coding process was at least partially
successful in surfacing patterns the researcher did not start out looking for.

m OUTCOME ATTRIBUTION
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When a firm shows improved performance after engaging with ALTA, the analyst cannot rule out the
possibility that the improvement was caused by some factor other than the engagement. Market timing,
leadership changes within the client firm, sector tailwinds, and chance variation are all possible contributors
to outcomes recorded as Success in the database. This study does not attempt to make causal claims at the
individual case level. The patterns described are patterns of correlation across multiple cases. When a
particular set of starting conditions repeatedly produces the same trajectory, the pattern is worth naming
even if the causal mechanism cannot be definitively isolated for any single case.

The strongest evidence in clinical research comes from cases that contradict naive predictions. Cases
where similar starting conditions did not produce the predicted outcome, and the reasons why, are where the
most important learning sits. This study attempts to surface those cases explicitly rather than to discount
them. The leadership-instability variant case, CASE-19, is treated in Finding 1 as boundary-condition
evidence rather than as an outlier to be ignored.
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This section presents the three primary findings from the closed twenty-case sample. Each finding is
supported by case-level evidence from the database, framed against the relevant industry benchmark where
one exists, and translated into a specific implication for firms that recognize themselves in the pattern.

Finding 1 The Premature Sales Hire Pattern

Seven of the twenty firms in the closed sample, thirty-five percent of the database, had hired dedicated sales
staff before building the marketing infrastructure to support them. This is the largest single firm type in the
data, and it accounts for every Mixed outcome the research recorded. All three Mixed-outcome cases in the
sample fall into this category.

The hiring profile across the seven cases varies widely. Three junior business development representatives
in one firm. Two mid-level account executives in another. One senior vice president in a third. Five mid-level
account executives in a fourth. Three mid-level account executives in three more firms. Some of these hires
were external recruits with prior sales careers, others were internal promotions from delivery roles. What
connects the seven cases is not seller seniority, seller count, or background. The common factor is the
absence of the upstream infrastructure that would have made any of those sellers productive.

B THE SEVEN CASES

The cases span from one million to twenty million dollars in revenue, across IT services, IT outsourcing, and
the professional services arms of software companies. They cluster geographically in Canada and the
United States, with engagement years from 2017 through 2025. The full case-level data appears in Table 1.

21



PROFILE

SALES
INVESTMENT

OUTCOME

KEY COUNTER-EVIDENCE

CASE-
03

CASE-
07

CASE-
09

CASE-
13

CASE-

17

CASE-
18

CASE-
19

$1M IT Services,
Canada

$5M ProServ-
SaaS, USA

$1M IT Services,
Canada

$20M IT Services,
USA

$10M IT Services,
Canada

$2M IT
Outsourcing,
Canada

$18M ProServ-
SaaS, Canada

2 mid-level AEs

1 senior

VP/Director

3 junior
BDR/SDRs

5 mid-level AEs

3 mid-level AEs

3 mid-level AEs

3 mid-level AEs

5%

0%

1%

2%

2%

5%

10%

Mixed

Mixed

Success*

Success

Success

Success

Mixed

Sellers could not solution-craft for
technical buyers

No operating system for the senior hire
to plug into

BD accountability and IP visibility
declined post-engagement

Marketing investment and
sophistication still binding constraint

Weak value proposition and too many
service lines, addressed through insight
selling

Concentrated revenue and weak new-

client acquisition

Leadership instability; CEO had no
strategy and priorities kept changing

Table 1. The seven Premature Sales Hire cases. *CASE-09 was rated Success at engagement end, but two of the five KPls

declined post-engagement. CASE-19 is the leadership-instability variant, discussed in detail below.

B THE COMMON FACTOR

Six of the seven Premature Sales Hire firms had marketing investment of five percent of revenue or less at

engagement start, below half the Hinge benchmark of ten percent for high-growth professional services

firms. Their sales teams were placed into an environment where the marketing engine could not generate

qualified inbound pipeline. The sellers had to manufacture demand through outbound prospecting, in a

buying environment where (as Section 1.3 documented) outbound now produces structurally low conversion

rates against buyers who complete most of their research independently.

Across the six marketing-underinvestment cases, the failure mode produces a recognizable pattern. The

sellers work hard. They are typically qualified for the roles they were hired into. They generate activity such

as calls placed, meetings scheduled, and opportunities entered into the pipeline. The activity does not

translate into closed business at the rate the firm expected when it made the hiring decision. After twelve to

eighteen months, the conversation inside the firm shifts from "how do we support the sales team better" to

"do we have the right sales team," which leads predictably to seller turnover. The new sellers face the same

environment and produce the same results.

m THE LEADERSHIP-INSTABILITY VARIANT: CASE-19
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One case in the seven warrants specific attention because it tests the boundary of the marketing-
infrastructure thesis. CASE-19 is an eighteen-million-dollar professional services arm of a Canadian
software-as-a-service company. The firm had reached the Hinge high-growth benchmark for marketing
investment, ten percent of revenue. It had three mid-level account executives in place. It had a one-person
marketing function, modest in size but present. By the prediction of the marketing-infrastructure thesis, this
firm should not have been in trouble.

It was in trouble. The engagement was rated Mixed, and every key performance indicator movement was
stable rather than improving. The engagement record is explicit about why. "The CEO was the problem.
There was no strategy for the firm and priorities kept changing." The sellers were placed into an environment
where the firm's positioning, target market, and offering shifted multiple times during the engagement
window. No selling skill or marketing investment could compensate for that kind of strategic instability.

CASE-19 reveals a second variant of the Premature Sales Hire failure mode that sits separately from
marketing underinvestment. Even with adequate marketing spend in place, a sales function cannot be
productive when leadership cannot hold strategic priorities steady across the multi-quarter cycles that
professional services sales require. The sellers are working hard, the marketing budget is in place, and the
firm still cannot translate effort into outcome, because the offering itself keeps moving.

A sales hire can be premature in two ways: hiring without
marketing infrastructure, or hiring without the leadership stability
that holds strategic priorities steady across sales cycles.

B THE IMPLICATION

Technical professional services firms should not invest in dedicated sales hires until two upstream conditions
are in place. The first is marketing investment at a level capable of generating meaningful inbound pipeline,
directionally toward the ten percent Hinge benchmark, paired with content and intellectual property
structured around the firm's defensible expertise. The second is leadership stability sufficient to hold
strategic priorities steady across multi-quarter sales cycles. Firms missing either condition will reproduce the
failure mode documented across the seven cases in this finding, regardless of the experience or seniority of
the sales people they hire.

For firms that have already hired sellers and are exhibiting the pattern, the intervention is rarely to fire the
sellers and start over. The intervention is to address the upstream conditions while the sellers remain in
place. Five of the seven cases in this finding achieved Success outcomes at engagement end through
interventions that combined skill development for the existing sales team with structural work on the firm's
value proposition, marketing infrastructure, or strategic focus. The pattern is reversible. The reversal does
not come from replacing the people. It comes from fixing the conditions they were placed into.
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Finding 2 The Two Percent Marketing Spend Trap

Across all twenty firms in the closed sample, marketing spend at engagement start clustered tightly at the
bottom of the professional services range. Fourteen of twenty firms, seventy percent of the sample, reported
marketing budgets between one and two percent of revenue. Eighteen of twenty were spending below the
Hinge high-growth benchmark of ten percent. Only two firms in the entire sample were investing at or above
the high-growth benchmark, and one of those two was the leadership-instability case documented in Finding
One that failed for an unrelated reason.

B THE BENCHMARK GAP

The Hinge Research Institute's 2024 High Growth Study, the most extensive annual study of professional
services marketing investment, established two reference points used throughout this section. High-growth
firms, defined as those achieving twenty percent compound annual growth or more over three years, spend
a median of ten percent of revenue on marketing. Low-growth firms spend a median of six percent. The
high-growth cohort grew an average of forty-one percent in the year of the study. The no-growth cohort
declined by seven percent.

The firms in this sample, before their engagement with ALTA, were spending less than half of the Hinge low-
growth benchmark. In fourteen of twenty cases they were spending less than one-third of it. Table 2 presents
the comparison.

COHORT MARKETING SPEND (% OF REVENUE)

Hinge High Growth firms (industry benchmark) 10%

Hinge Low Growth firms (industry benchmark) 6%

ALTA sample, median spend at engagement start 2%

ALTA sample, firms at 1-2% marketing spend 14 of 20 (70%)
ALTA sample, firms at or above Hinge High Growth benchmark 2 of 20 (10%)

Table 2. Marketing spend distribution in the ALTA sample at engagement start, compared against Hinge industry
benchmarks.

® HOW UNDERINVESTMENT COMPOUNDS

In a seller-doer firm, marketing underinvestment produces compounding effects that are difficult to see from
inside the firm. The compounding starts with the absence of inbound pipeline. With no marketing engine
generating prospect awareness and interest, all origination activity falls to founders, partners, and senior
consultants, the same people who are also responsible for delivery. These individuals face a constant choice
between business development time and billable time, and the pressure of cash flow tends to favor billable
time. The pipeline grows quiet. Revenue becomes dependent on the existing client base and on the
founder's personal network.
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As the firm grows, the founder's personal network reaches its practical limits. The firm hits a plateau. Growth
slows. The instinct at this point is to identify the bottleneck and break it, and the most visible bottleneck is
the founder, who is spending too much time on sales and not enough on strategy. The conventional
prescription, examined in Section 1.1, arrives at this moment with its advice. Hire a salesperson. The firm
hires. The conditions described in Finding One reproduce.

This sequence, in which marketing underinvestment produces founder-dependent origination, which
produces a plateau, which produces premature sales hiring, is the structural narrative behind a substantial
portion of the cases in this database. Six of the seven Premature Sales Hire cases sit exactly inside it. The
intervention that worked in those cases reached back into the upstream condition rather than treating the
visible symptom.

® WHY TWO PERCENT PERSISTS

If marketing investment is so consistently undersized in technical professional services firms, the question is
why. The cases in this database suggest three reasons that recur across firm sizes and verticals.

The first reason is that marketing investment in technical professional services firms typically does not show
direct attribution to revenue in the short term. A consultant or an engineer can be billed against a project,
and the revenue can be traced back to that individual. A marketing investment, including a content program,
a research publication, or a conference sponsorship, produces effects that take eighteen to thirty-six months
to translate into closed business and that involve multiple touchpoints across multiple individuals. Inside a
firm that has cultivated a culture of direct attribution and immediate productivity, marketing spend feels
speculative in a way that delivery spend does not.

The second reason is that the people in technical professional services firms who would naturally champion
marketing investment are often absent. Most partners and principals in these firms came up through delivery
rather than through marketing. They do not have an intuitive feel for what marketing investment should look
like or what return to expect. They tend to treat marketing as overhead rather than as production, and
overhead is something to be minimized. The conversations about how much to spend, in many of the firms
in this sample, were resolved by reference to historical spending rather than by analysis of what investment
would actually produce.

The third reason is that the immediate alternative, hiring a salesperson, feels more concrete. A salesperson
is a person with a name, a job description, a quota, and a calendar of meetings. The investment can be
measured by activity in ways that marketing investment cannot. The conventional wisdom on professional
services scaling, the same prescription discussed in Section 1.1, reinforces this preference. The choice
between hiring a salesperson and increasing marketing investment, at the moment the choice is made, is
rarely a fair contest. The visible option wins.

®m THE IMPLICATION
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Technical professional services firms should treat marketing investment as the prerequisite for every other
growth lever, not as one of several optional investments to be balanced. The directional target should be
eight to ten percent of revenue, allocated against the specific levers that produce inbound pipeline in the
modern buying environment. These levers include content engineered for visibility against the buying
committee's research, original research and intellectual property published under the firm's name,
conference and event presence in the firm's defensible vertical, and the systematic curation of the firm's
website and digital presence as the surface buyers will encounter before any sales conversation.

Firms that move from the two percent band to the eight-to-ten percent band typically need to do so before
they consider sales hiring, not after. The sequence matters more than the destination. A firm that hires a
salesperson at two percent marketing spend reproduces Finding One. A firm that builds the marketing
engine first, and then hires a salesperson when the marketing engine is producing pipeline the firm cannot
service alone, has changed the structural environment in which the seller will operate.

In eighteen of twenty cases, hiring more sales is the visible

symptom of a problem whose root cause is marketing
underinvestment.

Finding 3 The Engineering Pattern at Any Scale

All four engineering firms in the closed sample, ranging from a four-million-dollar founder-led practice in the
United States to a two-billion-dollar global firm, followed a consistent operating pattern that differs from the
dominant patterns in the rest of the sample. Three of the four employ zero dedicated sellers. The fourth, at
twenty-five million in revenue, has two senior-level sellers but operates them as part of a mixed origination
model in which partners remain the primary client-facing relationship. All four engaged ALTA principally for
sales-skills development for the partners and principals themselves. All four achieved successful outcomes.

The pattern holds across a five-hundred-times revenue range. No other vertical or cluster in the closed
sample exhibits this level of internal consistency. The engineering cases form the cleanest signal in the
database that the seller-doer model is not a transitional stage but an operating archetype that can be
sustained at very large scale.

m THE FOUR CASES
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DEDICATED

PROFILE INTERVENTION SELLERS FIRM TYPE
CASE- $4M, 30 FTE, founder plus Insight selling and prospecting, 0 Plateaued
05 early team, US Engineering six months, leadership Seller-Doer
CASE- $700M, 1,000 FTE, mature Insight selling and strategic 0 Plateaued
06 multi-partner, Canadian account management, two years Seller-Doer

Engineering
CASE- $25M, 150 FTE, mature multi- Insight selling and strategic 2 Hybrid-That-
08 partner, US Engineering account management, six months Works
CASE- $2 billion, global, 25 service Insight selling and strategic 0 Hybrid-That-
15 lines, US Engineering account management, two years Works

Table 3. Engineering firms in the sample. The pattern holds across two orders of magnitude in revenue. Three of four,
including the largest in the entire study, operate with zero dedicated sellers.

® WHY THE PATTERN HOLDS

Three reasons help explain why engineering firms operate seller-doer successfully at scale where firms in
other clusters do not. The first reason is buyer expectation. Engineering buyers are typically technical
decision-makers with specific scope and performance requirements. They expect to engage the firm's
technical leadership directly during the evaluation, because the evaluation criteria are technical and the
buyer is unwilling to defer the technical assessment to a salesperson whose technical depth is limited.

The second reason is the nature of the engagement itself. Engineering work tends to be project-based,
technically specified, and bounded by professional standards or regulatory requirements. The selling activity
is closely entangled with the scoping activity, and the scoping activity is engineering work. A dedicated seller
without engineering background cannot perform the scoping, and the scoping is what determines whether
the firm wins the project. The conventional separation of seller from doer fails because the seller cannot do
half of what the conventional model assigns to them.

The third reason is the firm's relationship structure. Engineering firms tend to be organized around senior
technical partners who hold long-tenured relationships with specific clients or specific market segments.
Those relationships are the firm's primary asset. A dedicated sales function that does not own those
relationships cannot replace them; it can only support them. In the engineering firms in this sample, the
conclusion firms have reached over decades is that the supporting function is better filled by other partners,
by strategic account managers reporting to partners, or by the partners' own time, rather than by a separate
sales structure.

B THE BOUNDARY CONDITION HOLDS AT SCALE
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CASE-15 is methodologically significant. At two billion dollars in revenue with twenty-five service lines and
global scale, the firm represents the size at which most consulting frameworks would predict full role
separation between sales and delivery. The firm operates the opposite model. Partners and principals drive
origination, with insight selling and strategic account management installed as taught skills in the consulting
workforce. The intervention ALTA conducted with this firm deepened those skills further. No dedicated sellers
were added during the engagement, and the firm's growth trajectory through the engagement period was
consistent with its historical pattern.

The implication of CASE-15 for smaller engineering firms is direct. If the seller-doer model can be operated
successfully at two billion dollars in revenue, the question for a smaller engineering firm is not whether to
escape it. The question is how to build, over time, the infrastructure that lets it scale. That infrastructure
includes deep technical reputation in defensible vertical specializations, multiple senior partners capable of
carrying enterprise relationships independently of the founder, intellectual property published under the firm's
name that does the work of demonstrating expertise without requiring the partners to be present, and the
systematic development of consultative selling capability across the consulting workforce rather than only at
the partner level.

None of those investments resemble the conventional prescription of hiring a sales function. All of them, in
the engineering firms in this sample, have produced sustained growth at scales that the conventional
prescription says should be impossible without role separation.

The seller-doer model is not a stage to escape. In expert-led
professional services, it is the operating model at every scale.
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SECTION 4

Cluster Analysis



The three findings in Section Three describe patterns that hold across the closed sample as a whole. This
section examines whether those patterns hold uniformly across all twenty firms, or whether the firms cluster
into groups with materially different operating patterns. The data suggests the latter. The four analytical
clusters defined in the research framework, namely Technical Project-Based, Knowledge Advisory, Tech
Services Delivery, and Embedded Professional Services, do not all behave the same way. The differences
between them follow a pattern with prescriptive implications.

Why Cluster Matters More Than Vertical

The original research framework for this study treated each vertical category as a distinct analytical unit.
Engineering firms would be analyzed alongside other engineering firms, IT services firms alongside other
IT services firms, management consulting firms alongside other management consulting firms. The implicit
assumption was that vertical identity would be the primary predictor of which findings would apply to
which firms.

The closed data does not support that assumption. The pattern that emerges from the twenty cases is that
some verticals share an operating model and some do not, and the shared operating model crosses vertical
boundaries in ways the original framework did not predict. Engineering firms and management consulting
firms in this sample behave structurally alike. Both are partner-led, both reject dedicated sellers, both
respond to the same intervention. IT services firms, IT outsourcing firms, and the professional services arms
of software-as-a-service companies in this sample behave differently. They accept dedicated sellers more
readily, they are more likely to make the premature sales hire mistake documented in Finding One, and they
require different interventions to reach successful outcomes.

The distinguishing variable between the two groups is not vertical category. It is delivery model. Engineering
and management consulting firms deliver through expert-led engagement, where the partner is the value
proposition, the buyer expects to engage the expert, and the firm's reputation lives in the heads of senior
individuals. IT services, IT outsourcing, and embedded ProServ firms deliver through technology-enabled
service models in which capability is more distributed, more productized, and more amenable to scaling
through teams rather than through individual senior practitioners.

These two operating models, the expert-led and the team-enabled, have different implications for nearly
every question the seller-doer research addresses. The cluster organization adopted in the remainder of this
paper reflects that distinction. The Technical Project-Based and Knowledge Advisory clusters correspond to
the expert-led pattern. The Tech Services Delivery and Embedded ProServ clusters correspond to the team-
enabled pattern.

B THE CLUSTER-LEVEL DISTRIBUTION
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CLUSTER CASES DOMINANT OPERATING PATTERN

Technical Project-Based 4 Partner-led origination at every scale. Zero or minimal sellers. Insight
(Engineering) selling installed as taught skill. Marketing spend uniformly low.
Knowledge Advisory (Mgmt 3 Founder or partner-led even at $20M+ revenue. Zero sellers. Same
Consulting) intervention pattern as Engineering.

Tech Services Delivery (IT, 1 Dedicated sellers common, often prematurely installed. 6 of 11 are
MSPs, Outsourcing) Premature Sales Hire. Marketing typically underdeveloped.

Embedded ProServ (in SaaS) 2 Small sample. Both cases are Premature Sales Hire. Appears to behave

more like Tech Services Delivery than like Knowledge Advisory.

Table 4. Cluster-level distribution in the closed sample. The four clusters split into two operating archetypes: expert-led
(Technical Project-Based and Knowledge Advisory) and team-enabled (Tech Services Delivery and Embedded ProServ).

Technical Project-Based

The Technical Project-Based cluster in this study contains the four engineering cases, ranging in revenue
from four million to two billion dollars. Construction firms, which fit the cluster definition, were not
represented in the closed sample and form a future research direction. The cluster is treated here as
anchored by the engineering data, with the understanding that some patterns may need refinement as
construction cases are added in future work.

m OPERATING ARCHETYPE

The defining operational features of firms in this cluster are technical reputation as the primary marketing
asset, partner-led origination, and project-based delivery with technically-specified scope. Buyers in this
cluster are typically technical decision-makers, such as engineering managers, plant directors, or
infrastructure executives, who expect to engage the firm's senior technical people during evaluation. The
buying journey is heavily relationship-mediated within a defined community of technical practitioners and is
influenced by the firm's visible work history more than by its sales activity.

Dedicated sellers are uncommon in this cluster. When they are present, as in CASE-08, they operate as
senior strategic account managers rather than as conventional account executives, and they support the
partners' client relationships rather than replacing them. The intervention pattern that worked across all four
cases in this cluster was the installation of insight selling and strategic account management capability in
the existing partner and principal population, sometimes extended to the senior consultant ranks at larger
firm sizes.

= WHAT WORKS

31



The cluster responds well to skill development interventions delivered to the existing senior population. The
frameworks ALTA deployed across the four cases (insight selling, strategic account management, structured
prospecting) were absorbed by the partners and translated into changed behavior within twelve to eighteen
months. The interventions did not require structural changes to the firm; they added capability to people who
already held the firm's primary client relationships.

Marketing investment in this cluster typically focuses on visible expertise rather than on lead-generation
programs. Conference presence in the firm's defensible technical communities, publication of technical
research and case studies, and the development of the firm's senior people as recognized voices in their
specialization tend to produce more long-term return than digital lead-generation infrastructure of the type
that works in adjacent service categories. The marketing budget can be smaller than in the team-enabled
clusters and still produce results, because the unit being marketed is the expertise of the senior people
rather than the scalable capacity of the firm.

B WHAT DOES NOT WORK

Dedicated sales hires, with very rare exceptions, do not work in this cluster. The pattern is consistent across
all four cases in the sample and is consistent with the reasons described in Section 1.2: buyer expectation,
the scoping-selling entanglement, and the partner-relationship structure. Firms in this cluster that attempt to
import sellers from adjacent industries typically find that the sellers cannot navigate the technical
conversation, that the partners do not trust the sellers' judgment in client meetings, and that the cost of the
sales function exceeds the marginal revenue it can produce.

Lead-generation programs of the type that work for team-enabled service models tend to underperform in
this cluster as well. The buyer's decision criteria are too technical to be addressed effectively by generic
content. The relationships that produce sales are too long-tenured to be replaced by short-cycle prospecting.
The buying committee in this cluster typically includes technical evaluators who require the depth of
expertise the firm's partners can provide directly. Marketing investment is better directed at building the
partners' visibility within their technical communities than at generating undifferentiated inbound activity.

Knowledge Advisory

The Knowledge Advisory cluster in this study contains the three management consulting cases, all
Canadian, with revenue from two million to twenty million dollars. The cluster is small, and the conclusions
are accordingly tentative. The patterns observed are, however, strikingly consistent with the engineering
cluster, which lends them additional weight despite the small case count.

B OPERATING ARCHETYPE

Firms in this cluster sell advisory services in which the senior practitioner's judgment is the primary product.
The engagement structure is typically project-based but the engagement value is professional advice and
frameworks rather than physical or technical deliverables. Buyers are senior business leaders who expect to
engage with the firm's principals during the evaluation and who are unlikely to engage at all with junior
representatives of the firm.
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The three cases in this cluster all operated with zero dedicated sellers at engagement start. All three were
founder or founder-plus-early-team led, including the twenty-million-dollar firm. This is notable, because in
the Tech Services Delivery cluster, firms at twenty million in revenue have typically already attempted to
separate sales from delivery. In this cluster, the founder-and-partner origination structure appears to persist
to a higher revenue band.

® WHAT WORKS

The intervention pattern that worked across all three cases in this cluster was identical to the engineering
cluster. Insight selling, strategic account management, and structured prospecting were installed in the
existing partner population. The frameworks transferred cleanly from their original technical-services
applications into the advisory context. The management consulting partners adopted the language and the
practices of insight selling without significant adaptation, and all three engagements were rated Success.

The intellectual property dimension is particularly important in this cluster. The firms in this cluster sell, in
essence, their thinking. Investments in publishing the partners' frameworks, methodologies, and points of
view directly support the firm's commercial proposition. The two-percent marketing spend pattern
documented in Finding Two is particularly costly in this cluster because the firm's reputation as a thinking
partner is precisely what its marketing budget would naturally develop.

B WHAT DOES NOT WORK

Dedicated sellers have not been tested in this cluster within the closed sample, because none of the three
cases had attempted that approach prior to engagement. Inference from the adjacent engineering cluster
suggests that the pattern would likely fail in the Knowledge Advisory cluster as well, for similar reasons: the
buyer's expectation of engaging the principal, the difficulty of separating scoping from selling, and the
centrality of the senior practitioner's reputation to the firm's commercial proposition.

The boundary condition warrants additional investigation as future research extends the Knowledge
Advisory cluster sample. Management consulting firms above fifty million in revenue, in particular, may
exhibit patterns the present sample does not yet capture. The conclusions presented here for this cluster
should be read as directional rather than definitive.

Tech Services Delivery

The Tech Services Delivery cluster in this study is the largest, containing eleven cases. Ten in IT services
and one in IT outsourcing. The cluster spans revenue from under one million dollars to five hundred million
dollars and includes firms in Canada, the United States, and Mexico. It is also the cluster in which most of
the failure pattern documented in Finding One concentrates.

m OPERATING ARCHETYPE
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Firms in this cluster deliver technology-enabled services to organizational buyers, typically operating under
repeatable methodologies and team-based delivery models. Capability tends to be more distributed across
the firm's consulting workforce than in the expert-led clusters. Engagements are more often led by project
managers and senior consultants than by named partners. The firm's commercial proposition is typically a
combination of methodology, capacity, and execution rather than the named expertise of senior individuals.

Dedicated sellers are common in this cluster. Six of the eleven cases, fifty-five percent, were classified as
Premature Sales Hire. Three additional cases operated as Hybrid-That-Works at larger revenue scales
with mixed seller-and-partner origination structures. The remaining two cases were Founder-Bottlenecked
Generalist and Plateaued Seller-Doer firms operating without dedicated sellers, both at smaller

revenue scales.

® WHAT WORKS

The intervention pattern that worked in this cluster combined two elements the expert-led clusters typically

did not require. The first was structural work on the firm's value proposition, often involving the narrowing of
service line breadth, the selection of a defensible vertical focus, and the explicit articulation of what the firm
sold and to whom. CASE-17, treated as a case study in Section Six, illustrates this pattern clearly. The firm
had six service lines, a weak value proposition, and sellers who could not articulate value because the firm

itself had not articulated it. The intervention's most consequential move was the strategic narrowing.

The second element was the installation of insight selling capability in the existing sales team, rather than
the replacement of the sales team with a new one. Firms in this cluster that had hired sellers prematurely
typically had qualified sellers performing in a structural environment that was not designed for success. The
intervention that worked in five of seven Premature Sales Hire cases addressed the structural environment
such as value proposition, marketing infrastructure, and leadership accountability, while equipping the
existing sales team with the consultative and insight-based selling capabilities the modern buying
environment requires.

Marketing investment in this cluster has more direct application than in the expert-led clusters. Digital lead-
generation programs, content engineered for the buyer committee's research patterns, and the systematic
development of the firm's website and digital presence all tend to produce measurable inbound activity when
properly resourced. The cluster's marketing investment target should align directionally with the Hinge ten-
percent high-growth benchmark, allocated against levers that produce measurable lead flow.

= WHAT DOES NOT WORK

The dominant failure mode in this cluster, documented at length in Finding One, is the hiring of dedicated
sellers before the marketing infrastructure, value proposition, or leadership stability are adequate to support
them. Firms in this cluster appear unusually susceptible to this failure mode for reasons that may be specific
to the technology services industry. The venture-capital-influenced norms of the broader technology sector
heavily favor sales-led growth structures. The higher prevalence of sales executive talent in the adjacent
labor market makes such hires easier to execute. And the cluster sits at a relative cultural distance from the
partner-led traditions of professional services more generally.
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Whatever the underlying reasons, firms in this cluster need to be unusually deliberate about the sequence in
which they invest. The conventional prescription, hire a sales leader, build a sales team, scale through sales
activity, produces the Finding One failure mode with high reliability when applied to firms below roughly
twenty-five million in revenue without the upstream conditions in place. The sequence-aware alternative,
invest in marketing first, develop and sharpen the value proposition, and only then build the sales function,
appears to produce better outcomes both for firms that have not yet hired sellers and for firms that have
already done so and are working to recover.

Embedded Professional Services

The Embedded Professional Services cluster in this study contains two cases, both professional services
arms of software-as-a-service companies. The sample is too small to support strong conclusions,

but the patterns observed in the two cases are worth recording as preliminary findings to be tested in
future research.

® OPERATING ARCHETYPE

Firms in this cluster operate as professional services divisions inside larger product companies. The
commercial dynamics are different from independent professional services firms in important respects.
Revenue often comes through the parent company's sales channel, the customer base is the product's
installed base, and the strategic role of the professional services unit is often as much about supporting
product adoption as about producing services revenue in its own right.

Both cases in this sample were classified as Premature Sales Hire. Both had attempted to build dedicated
sales functions inside the professional services unit before the unit's value proposition, strategic positioning,
and marketing infrastructure were adequate to support them. One case (CASE-07) failed for the marketing-
infrastructure reasons described in Finding One. The other case (CASE-19) failed for the leadership-
instability reasons described in the discussion of the boundary-condition variant.

m PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIONS

The two cases suggest that embedded professional services units may be structurally susceptible to the
failure pattern documented in this study, possibly more so than independent firms of comparable size. The
parent company's product-led commercial culture may push the professional services unit toward sales-
team structures inappropriate to its own delivery model. The leadership of the unit may be drawn from
product or sales backgrounds rather than from professional services experience, and may apply
conventional product-company prescriptions to a services business where those prescriptions fit poorly.

These observations are preliminary. The cluster needs additional cases to be examined with confidence, and
future research will prioritize expanding the Embedded Professional Services sample. Pending that
expansion, firms operating in this configuration should treat the findings from the Tech Services Delivery
cluster as the most relevant analog and apply the prescriptive guidance from that cluster with attention to the
additional complications introduced by the parent-company relationship.
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Cluster-Level Prescriptive Summary

Across the four clusters, two intervention archetypes emerge. The expert-led clusters, namely Technical
Project-Based and Knowledge Advisory, require interventions focused on installing insight selling and
strategic account management capability in the existing partner and senior consultant population.
Investment in dedicated sales functions is rarely appropriate at any scale tested in this study. Marketing
investment should focus on visible expertise rather than on lead-generation throughput.

The team-enabled clusters, namely Tech Services Delivery and Embedded ProServ, require a different
intervention sequence. Structural work on the value proposition and service line portfolio typically comes
first. Marketing infrastructure investment toward the Hinge benchmark follows. Sales function development,
when appropriate, comes last, and even then, the sellers typically need to be supported by insight

selling capability rather than expected to operate as conventional account executives in an outbound-
prospecting motion.

The four firm types defined in Section Five sit underneath the cluster framework. Each type is a specific
operational pattern that can be diagnosed at the firm level, with intervention prescriptions that map to both
the firm's cluster and its current developmental stage. Together, the cluster framework and the firm typology
provide the diagnostic structure intended to make this research practically useful to the partners, principals,
and executives the paper is written for.

The four clusters fall into two intervention archetypes. Expert-led

clusters develop selling skills in their experts. Team-enabled
clusters address the structural environment first.
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The Four Firm Types



This section examines each of the four firm types identified through the clinical analysis. A type, as the term
is used here, is a coherent operating pattern with distinct characteristics, distinct intervention needs, and
distinct outcomes. A firm reading this section should be able to identify itself, locate the appropriate
intervention sequence for its current state, and understand what working toward the next stage of capability
looks like.

The four types are not arranged hierarchically. They are not stages a firm must pass through in order. They
are operational patterns that emerge from the interaction between cluster characteristics, leadership stage,
marketing maturity, and the firm's specific history of investment decisions. A firm can sit in one type for many
years, can move between types in either direction, and can occupy more than one type at different parts of
the organization in firms with multiple business lines.

CASES IN

FIRM TYPE SAMPLE ONE-LINE SUMMARY

Premature Sales Hire 7 Dedicated sellers in place before the marketing or leadership infrastructure
to support them. The dominant failure mode in the sample.

Hybrid-That-Works 6 Mature firms operating at scale with origination structures matched to their
cluster characteristics. The pattern to build toward.

Plateaued Seller-Doer 4 Partner-led firms with established reputation but stagnant growth, typically
unlocked by insight selling installed in existing leadership.

Founder-Bottlenecked 3 Smaller firms where the founder is the only originator. Unlocked through
Generalist visible expertise development and partner cultivation.

Table 5. The four firm types and their distribution in the closed sample. Each receives a dedicated chapter below, with
intervention prescriptions specific to the type.

The Premature Sales Hire

Seven firms in the closed sample fall into this type, making it the largest category by a meaningful margin.
The cases span from one-million-dollar IT consultancies to twenty-million-dollar IT services and ProServ-in-
SaaS firms. They are concentrated in the Tech Services Delivery and Embedded ProServ clusters, with no
Engineering or Management Consulting cases falling into this type.

B WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

The firm has invested in a sales team. Sometimes the team is a small group of business development
representatives, sometimes a single senior leader, sometimes a team of mid-level account executives. The
sales team is in place and operating. Pipeline activity is occurring. Closed business, however, does not
match the expectations the firm had when it made the hiring decision. The partners or executives have
begun to question whether they hired the right sellers, and turnover has often begun within the sales team
within the first eighteen months.

38



The firm's own view of the problem is typically that the sales team needs to be fixed, either by replacing
individual sellers, by adding a sales manager, by changing the compensation structure, or by hiring more
senior sales talent. The actual problem typically sits upstream. The sales team is not capable of producing
the result the firm wants because the structural conditions for that result are not in place.

m DIAGNOSTIC SIGNALS

A firm should consider this type if it has hired dedicated sellers before building marketing infrastructure
capable of generating qualified inbound, if marketing spend sits below five percent of revenue, if the sales
team produces measurable activity but closed business below expectations, and if leadership has begun to
consider replacing sellers as the response to underperformance. The presence of any one of these signals
is suggestive. The presence of all four is diagnostic.

A second diagnostic signal, less common but important to recognize, is the leadership-instability variant. In
this version, marketing investment is adequate, the sales team is competent, and the firm still cannot
translate effort into outcome. The cause is upstream of marketing entirely. The firm's strategic priorities are
shifting faster than the multi-quarter cycles of professional services sales can absorb. The CEO or executive
team cannot hold the firm's positioning, target market, and offering steady long enough for the sales team to
develop a coherent motion in any direction.

" WHAT WORKS

The intervention pattern that produced success in five of the seven cases in this type combined three
elements. The first element was structural work on the firm's value proposition, often involving the narrowing
of service line breadth, the selection of a defensible vertical focus, and the explicit articulation of what the
firm sold and to whom. The sellers in these firms typically were not failing because they were poor sellers.
They were failing because they had been asked to articulate value the firm itself had not yet articulated.

The second element was the installation of insight selling capability in the existing sales team, rather than
the replacement of the sales team with a new one. Most sellers in this type were qualified for their roles
when hired. They were operating in an environment that did not support them. Replacing them with new
sellers, in the absence of changes to that environment, produced the same result on a slightly delayed
schedule. What worked was teaching the existing sellers to operate in a consultative way that fit the modern
buying environment, while addressing the upstream conditions that had constrained them.

The third element was investment in the marketing infrastructure the sales team needed. Content
engineered for the buying committee's research patterns, visible expertise material that gave the sellers
something to leverage in their conversations, and the systematic development of the firm's digital presence.
These investments did not always reach the ten percent Hinge benchmark during the engagement period,
but they always moved meaningfully in that direction.
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In the leadership-instability variant exemplified by CASE-19, structural work on leadership stability is the
prerequisite to any other intervention. Skill development and marketing investment cannot compensate for a
CEO whose strategic priorities shift faster than sales cycles can absorb. In this variant, intervention
sometimes requires addressing leadership directly, sometimes requires the leadership to recognize the
pattern themselves, and sometimes simply requires accepting that the firm is not yet ready to do effective
business development at all.

® WHAT DOES NOT WORK

Replacing the sales team without addressing the underlying conditions reproduces the original failure mode.
Each new sales hire encounters the same structural environment. Each new sales hire produces the same
activity-without-closed-business pattern. The firm spends capital on seller turnover without addressing the
conditions that made the turnover inevitable.

Hiring more sellers, or hiring more senior sellers, also does not work. The marginal seller faces the same
constraints as the existing sellers. Adding more capacity to a constrained system increases activity without
increasing output. The firm spends more on the sales function without producing more revenue, which over
time becomes financially unsustainable and forces the firm to retrench.

B PATH TO THE NEXT STAGE

A Premature Sales Hire firm that successfully addresses the upstream conditions typically moves toward
Hybrid-That-Works. The transition is not about replacing the people but about completing the structural
environment they were placed into. The marketing infrastructure expands toward the Hinge benchmark. The
value proposition narrows and sharpens. The sales team acquires the insight selling capability the modern
buying environment requires. The firm becomes Hybrid-That-Works not by hiring better sellers but by
building the conditions in which competent sellers can succeed.

Hybrid-That-Works

Six firms in the closed sample fall into this type. They range from fifteen-million-dollar IT services firms with
senior sellers to the two-billion-dollar global engineering firm operating with zero dedicated sellers. The
defining feature is not the presence or absence of sellers but the fit between the firm's origination structure,
its delivery model, its cluster characteristics, and its buyer expectations.

® WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

The firm has reached a scale at which the originally simple structure of "the founder sells, the team delivers"
has matured into something more distributed. Multiple senior people share origination responsibility.
Marketing infrastructure exists and is producing measurable inbound activity. The firm's value proposition is
clearly articulated and consistently understood across the leadership team. Sales structure varies by cluster.
Some Hybrid-That-Works firms include dedicated sellers operating in supporting roles alongside partners.
Others, particularly in the expert-led clusters, operate with zero dedicated sellers and have built consultative
selling capability into the consulting workforce as a taught skill.
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Growth continues at a sustainable pace, and leadership turns its attention to strategic questions rather than
to the question of why business development is not working. The firm is not problem-free. New pressures
emerge, market shifts require new investments, and the firm's operating environment continues to evolve.
But the structural fundamentals of the seller-doer system are working, and the engagement work in this type
tends to be about deepening capability rather than about correcting failure.

m DIAGNOSTIC SIGNALS

A firm should consider this type if origination is distributed across multiple senior people rather than
concentrated in the founder, if marketing investment sits in the five-to-ten-percent range and produces
measurable inbound activity, if the firm's sales structure (whether it includes dedicated sellers or not)
operates in clear alignment with the cluster's expectations rather than against them, and if growth is
continuing at a rate the firm finds acceptable.

= WHAT WORKS

The intervention pattern that worked in this type was less about correcting failure and more about deepening
existing strength. The frameworks ALTA deployed extended insight selling capability further into the
consulting workforce, installed strategic account management at scale across larger account portfolios, and
refined the firm's marketing investment toward higher-leverage activities. The engagements in this type were
typically larger and longer, oriented toward operational excellence rather than toward structural repair.

In the engineering and management consulting cases within this type, the absence of dedicated sellers is
preserved and the consultative selling capability of the partner and consultant workforce is the focus of
investment. In the IT services and similar cases within this type, dedicated sellers are present and operate
as part of a mixed origination model that gives them clear lanes to operate in alongside partner relationships
rather than in competition with them.

Marketing investment in this type tends to be sustained rather than incremental. The firms in this type
understand that the marketing engine that produces their current pipeline is the same engine that will need
continued investment to produce tomorrow's pipeline, and they typically allocate capital accordingly.

® WHAT DOES NOT WORK

The principal risk for Hybrid-That-Works firms is complacency. Several cases in the sample reached
successful equilibrium and then faced new pressure from market shifts, Al adoption, or changes in buyer
behavior that required renewed investment in capability. Treating Hybrid-That-Works as a permanent
destination rather than as a stage in continuous adaptation produces firms that gradually drift back toward
earlier types.

Premature expansion into adjacent service lines, premature international expansion, or premature
acquisition activity can also undo the equilibrium. Hybrid-That-Works firms typically achieved their state
through sustained focus and deliberate investment over years. Diversification away from that focus,
without proportional investment in the new areas, tends to dilute the firm's positioning and reactivate earlier
failure modes.
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® PATH FORWARD

Hybrid-That-Works is not the final stage in the framework, because there is no final stage. The firms in this
type continue to invest in their consulting workforce capability, in their intellectual property, and in their
marketing infrastructure. They treat the seller-doer system as an operating discipline that requires sustained
attention rather than as a problem that can be solved once and left alone.

The Plateaued Seller-Doer

Four firms in the closed sample fall into this type. They range from a four-million-dollar engineering practice
to a seven-hundred-million-dollar engineering firm and include cases in Engineering, Management
Consulting, and IT Services. The common features are mature partner-led origination, the absence of
dedicated sellers in most cases, an established client base producing reliable revenue, and a growth
trajectory that has slowed below the firm's ambition.

B WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

The firm has multiple partners or principals, each carrying their own client relationships. Origination is
distributed across the leadership team rather than concentrated in the founder. The firm has genuine
reputation in its market and a respectable book of recurring business. Growth has slowed, however, and the
partners are not certain why. They suspect they should be doing something differently around sales but
cannot identify exactly what. The conversation inside the firm sometimes turns toward hiring a sales
function, although the partners are typically uneasy about the prospect because they know the buyer
expects to engage them directly.

B DIAGNOSTIC SIGNALS

A firm should consider this type if it has multiple senior partners actively involved in origination, if the client
base is stable but expansion is difficult, if the partners report spending significant time on business
development but cannot identify the activities that consistently produce results, and if the firm has reached a
revenue plateau that has persisted for more than two years.

= WHAT WORKS

The intervention pattern that produced success across the four cases in this type was overwhelmingly the
installation of insight selling and strategic account management capability in the existing partner population.
The frameworks ALTA deployed gave the partners structured language and structured methods for
conversations they had been having unstructured for years. The result was not new clients pursued through
new activities, but the systematization of activities the partners were already performing into a repeatable,
teachable, and transferable practice.

In several cases in this type, the intervention extended to senior consultants and account managers, building
a tier of capability immediately below the partner level. This expansion of selling capability into the broader
consulting workforce is particularly important in the larger firms in the cluster, where the partners cannot
personally hold every important account relationship.
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Marketing investment in Plateaued Seller-Doer firms typically focuses on visible expertise rather than on
lead generation. Conference presence, publication, partner thought leadership, and the systematic curation
of the firm's intellectual property in its defensible technical communities tend to produce more long-term
return than generic inbound marketing programs.

® WHAT DOES NOT WORK

Hiring dedicated sellers, the conventional prescription at this firm size, has tended to produce poor results in
the cases observed in this type. The partners do not trust outside sellers to navigate technical
conversations. The sellers do not have access to the relationships that produce revenue. The firm bears the
cost of the sales function without realizing the benefit. The pattern recreates the Premature Sales Hire
failure mode at a larger scale, with the additional complication that the firm's partners have to manage the
disruption of importing a sales culture into a long-established delivery culture.

Generic inbound marketing investment, of the type that works in adjacent industries, also tends to
underperform in this type. The buyer's decision criteria are typically too technical and too relationship-
mediated to be addressed effectively by generic content. The investment is better directed at building the
partners' visibility within their technical communities than at generating undifferentiated activity.

B PATH TO THE NEXT STAGE

Successful Plateaued Seller-Doer firms typically move toward Hybrid-That-Works by extending selling
capability deeper into the workforce, by investing in visible expertise through intellectual property and
content, and by building the marketing infrastructure that supports the partners with inbound pipeline. The
transition does not require dedicated sellers. In the expert-led clusters, it often does not include them at
any point.

The Founder-Bottlenecked Generalist

Three firms in the closed sample fall into this type. They span from a sub-one-million-dollar IT consultancy to
a twenty-million-dollar management consulting firm. The common features are founder or founder-plus-
early-team leadership, zero dedicated sellers, marketing spend at or below one percent of revenue in two of
the three cases, and origination concentrated entirely in the founder.

m WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

The founder typically holds every meaningful client relationship. Engagement begins when the founder
makes contact, deepens because the founder is present in the work, and renews because the founder
maintains the relationship. The firm has built genuine capability beyond the founder, and the work itself is
often delivered by other people, but the commercial proposition remains founder-dependent. The firm has
reached a plateau that correlates closely with the founder's personal capacity. Growth requires more hours
from the founder than the founder has available.
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B DIAGNOSTIC SIGNALS

A firm should consider this type if the founder originates more than seventy percent of revenue, if the firm
has not developed a meaningful inbound pipeline, if marketing spend sits at one to two percent of revenue,
and if leadership recognizes that the founder is the limiting factor but has not yet identified an alternative
path. The recognition of the founder bottleneck is itself a diagnostic feature. Firms in this type typically know
they have the problem before they engage external help; the open question is what to do about it.

@ WHAT WORKS

The intervention pattern that produced success in the three cases in this type combined three elements. The
first was the development of insight selling capability in the founder and, where applicable, in the early team.
The founder typically already had the substantive knowledge required for consultative conversations; the
intervention added the structured frameworks that turn that knowledge into transferable selling capability.

The second element was investment in visible expertise, often beginning with a specific intellectual property
initiative such as a published research piece, a recurring content program, or a speaking presence in the
firm's defensible community. CASE-01, examined as a case study in Section Six, illustrates the importance
of this investment. The firm was the only one in the closed sample spending at the ten percent Hinge
benchmark for marketing at engagement start, and the investment was paying off through inbound activity
that other firms in the type had not achieved.

The third element was structural work on the firm's positioning, typically reducing service line breadth and
concentrating the firm's market presence on a defensible vertical or buyer profile. Founder-Bottlenecked
Generalist firms often arrived at the engagement with too many service offerings, the residue of a history of
taking work where the founder could find it. Sharpening the positioning made the firm easier to recognize,
easier to refer, and easier for the founder to talk about consistently.

B WHAT DOES NOT WORK

Hiring dedicated sellers at this stage produces the Premature Sales Hire pattern described in Section 3.1.
Trying to fix marketing through generic agency engagement without first developing the founder's intellectual
property tends to produce content that does not differentiate the firm. Expanding service lines in pursuit of
growth often produces dilution rather than expansion, because each new service line requires its own
marketing investment and the firm cannot afford to invest properly in multiple positions at once.

B PATH TO THE NEXT STAGE

A successful Founder-Bottlenecked Generalist firm typically does not become a Hybrid-That-Works firm by
adding sellers. The path runs through Plateaued Seller-Doer first. The firm develops additional partners or
principals capable of carrying their own client relationships, builds the marketing infrastructure that supports
those partners with inbound pipeline, and only later considers whether a sales function is appropriate. In
some cases, particularly in the expert-led clusters, the firm reaches large scale without ever needing
dedicated sellers at all.
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How the Types Relate to the Maturity Model

The four firm types described above map onto a five-stage maturity model that has emerged from the
engagement work across the closed sample. The five stages describe the sequence of capability
investments that successful firms in this study made, and they form the implicit framework behind most of
the intervention prescriptions in this paper.

Stage One is Domain Authority. The firm develops a defensible point of view, publishes intellectual property
under its name, and establishes recognized voices in its technical or advisory specialization. Stage Two is
Cultural Reframe. The firm shifts from treating business development as an interruption to billable work to
treating it as an integral part of the senior consultant's role. Stage Three is Calendar Discipline. The firm
protects time for business development activity in the schedules of its partners and senior consultants,
recognizing that this time will not appear unprotected. Stage Four is Compensation Alignment. The firm
structures partner and senior consultant compensation to reward origination meaningfully, not as an
afterthought to delivery. Stage Five, where appropriate, is Sales Hire. The firm adds a dedicated sales
function once Stages One through Four have been completed.

Founder-Bottlenecked Generalist firms typically sit at Stage Zero or early Stage One. The founder has the
domain authority but has not yet externalized it into intellectual property the firm can leverage independently.
Plateaued Seller-Doer firms typically operate well at Stage One but have not invested in Stages Two and
Three. Their partners have authority but lack the structured selling capability and time discipline to convert
authority into consistent business development output. Premature Sales Hire firms have skipped Stages
One through Four and jumped directly to Stage Five, hiring sellers without the upstream conditions. Hybrid-
That-Works firms have meaningful coverage of Stages One through Four and have made the Stage

Five decision either positively (some sellers, deliberately placed) or negatively (no sellers, deliberately

not added).

The maturity model describes a sequence. The Premature Sales
Hire pattern is what happens when a firm skips the sequence and
reaches for Stage Five before completing the earlier stages.
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SECTION 6

Case Studies



This section presents eight anonymized case studies drawn from the closed sample. The cases are selected
for diversity across the four firm types, the four analytical clusters, geography, and engagement outcome.
Six of the cases were rated Success at engagement end, one (CASE-09) was rated Success but with
significant counter-evidence in the post-engagement period, and one (CASE-19) was rated Mixed and
illustrates the leadership-instability variant of the Premature Sales Hire pattern.

Each case is presented in a consistent structure. The firm is described briefly, the situation at engagement
start is laid out, the intervention is summarized, the outcome is recorded, and the key lesson the case offers
is named. The case studies are intended to be read together as much as individually. They are arranged to
move from small to large firm size, and the failure patterns and success patterns alternate to make the
contrasts visible.
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= THE FIRM

A small Canadian IT services consultancy in its second decade of operation, with roughly fifteen staff and
just under one million dollars in revenue. The founder originated nearly all new business. The firm had built
genuine technical capability beyond the founder, but the commercial relationship with clients remained
dependent on the founder's personal involvement. By the conventional diagnostic framework, this is exactly
the firm size and stage at which the conventional prescription would recommend hiring a salesperson.

m THE UNUSUAL STARTING CONDITION

This firm was the only one in the closed sample investing at the Hinge ten percent benchmark for marketing
at engagement start. The founder, against the prevailing pattern in the type, had decided years earlier that
marketing investment was a non-negotiable component of the firm's growth model. The investment was
producing roughly ten percent of revenue from inbound sources, modest in absolute terms but meaningful
relative to the rest of the type, where most firms reported zero inbound activity.

m THE INTERVENTION

The engagement extended the founder's existing marketing investment into a more structured commercial
system. Insight selling capability was developed in the founder and the small senior team. The firm's
positioning was sharpened around a specific vertical it was already winning work in. Speaking engagements
and structured partnership development were added as deliberate origination channels alongside the
existing marketing activity. The engagement spanned approximately eighteen months, with the founder
remaining the primary client-facing person throughout.

m THE OUTCOME

The engagement was rated Success. Revenue growth accelerated. Inbound percentage moved higher. BD
accountability extended into the senior team. The founder's calendar pressure eased modestly as the
inbound pipeline took on more of the origination work. The firm did not add dedicated sellers during or after
the engagement, and the founder remained the primary relationship holder.

m WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS

The case demonstrates the value of starting marketing investment early. The founder's decision to invest at
the Hinge benchmark at well under one million dollars in revenue was unusual for the size band, and it gave
the firm a structural advantage that compounded over time. The other Founder-Bottlenecked Generalist
firms in the sample, all of which operated at one to two percent marketing spend, faced steeper paths to the
same outcomes because they had not yet built the marketing infrastructure that this firm had been building
for years.
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= THE FIRM

A long-tenured Canadian IT services consultancy with roughly fifteen staff and just under one million
dollars in annual revenue. Thirty years in business under founder-and-early-team leadership. Six service
lines, several enterprise account relationships, balanced new-logo and expansion revenue mix. Stable but
not scaling.

® THE STARTING STATE

To address what they perceived as a sales capacity problem, leadership had hired three junior business
development representatives. Marketing was outsourced. Marketing spend stood at one percent of revenue.
The expectation was that the BDR team would generate outbound pipeline that the founder and senior
consultants could close. Inbound percentage at engagement start sat at zero. Revenue growth was running
at approximately ten percent annually. Price positioning was at parity, with no premium captured. Business
development accountability for non-founders was informal, with no measurement or compensation link. IP
visibility was modest.

m THE ACTUAL PROBLEM

The leadership team described their challenge as scalability. They wanted to grow but the founder was the
bottleneck. The actual problem proved different. There was no leadership accountability structure for
revenue generation across the firm, and no sales-and-marketing engine to support the BDRs. The BDR
team was being asked to do prospecting work in a buying environment where outbound prospecting for
technical IT services from junior callers produces very low conversion. The leadership accountability gap
was structural, not motivational.

m THE INTERVENTION AND OUTCOME

A multi-component engagement spanning approximately two years. Scaling Up methodology installed a
leadership operating system. Insight selling training was provided to senior team members. The intent was
to reach back into the upstream stages of the maturity model while the firm's premature Stage Five hire
remained in place. The engagement was classified as Success. Scaling Up adoption stabilized the
leadership team, and marketing infrastructure improved. Inbound percentage and revenue growth both
moved in the right direction. The case was not clean across all five KPlIs, however. BD accountability and IP
visibility both declined post-engagement, suggesting that the gains in operating system installation did not
translate into a durable BD culture shift while the BDR team remained in place.
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B WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS

This case demonstrates the Premature Sales Hire pattern in its clearest form. The firm had every condition
that the framework predicts would lead to a struggling outcome from early sales investment. Under one
million in revenue, no marketing engine, minimal IP visibility, founder-dependent origination, and a BDR
team operating in an outbound-prospecting motion that does not match how technical buyers buy today. The
engagement improved the firm's operating discipline and unlocked some inbound activity, but it could not
fully overcome the structural mismatch between the firm's size and the sales investment it had already
made. The BDR hires were not the wrong people. They were the wrong stage in the firm's development.
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= THE FIRM

A twenty-year-old Canadian IT services firm at ten million dollars in revenue. Founder-plus-early-team
leadership stage, with one partner and six service lines. Three mid-level account executives in place at
engagement start. Marketing function consisted of one person, with two percent of revenue invested in
marketing, a typical pattern for the size band but well below the Hinge benchmark.

® WHY THEY ENGAGED ALTA

Leadership engaged ALTA to review the effectiveness of their existing sales team. The stated problem was
that sales was not delivering the results the partners expected from the three account executives they had
hired. The partners had begun to suspect that some of the sellers needed to be replaced.

B THE ACTUAL PROBLEM

The engagement assessment revealed that the firm exhibited the textbook Premature Sales Hire pattern at
the mid-market band. The sales hires themselves were qualified mid-level account executives. The real
problem sat upstream. The firm had a weak value proposition across its six service lines, and the sellers
were being asked to articulate value the firm itself had not yet articulated. Two structural issues compounded
the difficulty. Too many service lines diluted the firm's market positioning, and the marketing function

(one person at two percent of revenue) could not generate the inbound pipeline a three-AE team needed

to function.

m THE INTERVENTION

A one-year multi-component engagement covering the whole firm. The intervention combined insight selling
skill development with strategic account management installation. Critically, it included a strategic narrowing
of focus. The engagement helped the firm identify a single target vertical to concentrate on, simplifying the
value proposition and giving the sales team a sharper category in which to compete. The existing sales team
remained in place throughout. None of the three account executives was replaced.

m THE OUTCOME

The engagement was classified as Success. Inbound percentage improved. Revenue growth improved. BD
accountability stabilized at the higher level the new sales process required. Outcomes at twelve and twenty-
four months continued to improve. The key intervention finding, recorded in the engagement notes, was that
the focus on a vertical became the most consequential element of the strategy. Lead generation remained
the residual difficulty even after intervention success, consistent with the cross-case theme documented in
Section Seven.
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B WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS

The case demonstrates that the Premature Sales Hire pattern is reversible without replacing the sellers. The
firm's sales team was competent. The problem was that the firm had not given them anything specific to sell.
Once the value proposition narrowed and the marketing function began supporting the team with vertical-
specific content, the same three account executives produced different results. The lesson generalizes.

In Premature Sales Hire firms, the upstream work is almost always more consequential than the

personnel question.
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= THE FIRM

A Canadian boutique management consulting firm at two million dollars in revenue, founder-plus-early-team
leadership, roughly fifteen staff. The firm operated entirely without dedicated sellers, with origination
distributed between the founder and three principal-level consultants. Marketing spend at engagement start
was one percent of revenue, in line with the broader Knowledge Advisory cluster pattern. Inbound activity
was minimal.

m THE STARTING STATE

The firm had reached a revenue plateau that had persisted for several years. The partners were spending
meaningful time on business development, but they could not identify the specific activities that consistently
produced new engagements. Each partner had their own intuitive approach. The approaches were not
transferable to other members of the team, not teachable to junior consultants who might eventually be
expected to originate, and not measurable in any way that would let the firm understand what was working
and what was not.

m THE INTERVENTION

A two-year engagement that installed insight selling and strategic account management as structured
methodologies across the partner team. The frameworks were adapted from their original technical-services
context into the management consulting environment, where they transferred without significant
modification. The intervention also extended the firm's intellectual property output, with the partners
committing to a recurring publication schedule of frameworks, points of view, and case examples in their
defensible specialization. The engagement covered the whole firm rather than only the partner team,
recognizing that the senior consultants would eventually need the same selling capability the partners

were developing.

m THE OUTCOME

The engagement was rated Success. Revenue growth resumed. Inbound activity began to develop. The
partners reported that the structured selling methodologies gave them language and methods for
conversations they had been having unstructured for years. The senior consultants, who had previously
been entirely in delivery roles, began to participate in origination conversations alongside the partners. The
firm did not add dedicated sellers during or after the engagement, and the partners remained the primary
client-facing relationships.
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B WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS

The case is notable because it demonstrates that the engineering-cluster pattern, partner-led origination
unlocked by insight selling, applies equally to the Knowledge Advisory cluster. The intervention frameworks
transferred cleanly from their technical-services origins into the advisory context. The firm's commercial
proposition (the partners' judgment and frameworks) was strengthened rather than diluted by the structured
selling capability. The case supports the cluster-level hypothesis developed in Section Four, that the
analytical unit in this research is the delivery model rather than the industry label.
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= THE FIRM

A mature Canadian engineering firm at seven hundred million dollars in revenue, with roughly one thousand
staff and a multi-partner ownership structure. Twenty-five years in business. Operating across multiple
technical specializations with established positions in each. Zero dedicated sellers at engagement start.
Origination was distributed across the partner ranks, with each partner carrying their own client relationships
in their geographic and technical territory.

m THE STARTING STATE

The firm had reached a plateau that the partners attributed variously to market saturation, competitor
pressure, and the increasing difficulty of breaking into the largest enterprise accounts. The five-KPI
assessment showed roughly five percent inbound revenue at engagement start, ten percent revenue growth,
parity pricing, formal BD accountability for partners, and modest IP visibility. The firm's reputation in its
specializations was strong but had not been systematically extended into the broader market through
publication or visible expertise activity.

m THE INTERVENTION

A two-year engagement focused on installing insight selling and strategic account management capability
across the partner population. The intervention also extended into the senior project manager ranks,
recognizing that at this firm size the partners could not personally manage every important account
relationship. The frameworks were adapted to the engineering context and embedded into the

firm's operating rhythm, including its quarterly account review process and its annual partner

planning conversations.

m THE OUTCOME

The engagement was classified as Success. Revenue growth accelerated meaningfully. Enterprise account
expansion improved, particularly in the firm's strongest technical specialization. The partners reported that
the strategic account management framework gave them tools for systematic account development that they
had been improvising for years. The firm did not add dedicated sellers, and the partners remained the
primary client-facing leaders throughout.

m WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS
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The case extends the engineering pattern documented in Finding Three to a large scale. At seven hundred
million in revenue with one thousand staff, the conventional consulting prescription would suggest that role
separation between sales and delivery had become necessary years earlier. The firm operated the opposite
model and continued to operate it successfully through the engagement period. The intervention deepened
the partners' selling capability without changing the firm's basic origination structure. The case supports the

broader conclusion that the seller-doer model is the operating archetype for engineering firms at every scale
tested in this research.
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= THE FIRM

A mature US-based IT services firm at twenty-five million dollars in revenue, operating in a mature multi-
partner structure with one hundred fifty staff across multiple service lines. Thirty years in business. The firm
operated with a small dedicated sales team of five mid-level account executives alongside the partners' own
client relationships. Marketing was outsourced rather than internal, with marketing spend at two percent of
revenue at engagement start. The firm had a significant enterprise account base and a balanced new-logo
and expansion revenue mix.

m WHY THEY ENGAGED ALTA

Leadership engaged ALTA primarily to improve the firm's marketing function. The sales team was producing
acceptable results, but the partners had begun to recognize that the firm's marketing investment was below
where it needed to be to support the next stage of growth. The conversation inside the firm had shifted from
sales execution toward upstream pipeline generation.

m THE INTERVENTION

A one-year multi-component engagement covering the whole firm. The intervention combined marketing
infrastructure development with insight selling capability extension into the sales team and account
management discipline across the partner population. The engagement also included structural work on the
firm's intellectual property output, with the partners committing to a recurring publication schedule that would
give the sales team something to leverage in their conversations with the buying committee. The five
existing account executives remained in place throughout.

m THE OUTCOME

The engagement was classified as Success. Marketing function maturity improved. Inbound activity
increased. The sales team's conversion rate on the new inbound activity outperformed their conversion rate
on outbound prospecting, validating the upstream investment thesis. Revenue growth continued at a
sustainable pace through the engagement period. The firm did not add or replace any sellers during the
engagement; the structural changes addressed the environment the existing team was operating in.

m WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS
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The case demonstrates the Hybrid-That-Works pattern in the Tech Services Delivery cluster. The firm
operated successfully with a dedicated sales team, but the success was conditional on the marketing
infrastructure that supported the team. Without that infrastructure, the same sales team would have
reproduced the Premature Sales Hire pattern documented in the smaller cases in the cluster. The case
suggests that dedicated sellers can work in the Tech Services Delivery cluster, but only at a firm size and
capability stage where the upstream conditions are adequately in place.

ALTA CONSULTING THE ALTA SELLER-DOER EFFECTIVENESS STUDY

58



= THE FIRM

A mature multi-partner global engineering firm operating across twenty-five service lines, with two billion
dollars in revenue. International presence, deep enterprise client relationships, and decades of accumulated
technical reputation in its category. By any standard consulting framework, this is precisely the size at which
most prescriptive models would expect full role separation between sales and delivery, with a dedicated
sales function carrying enterprise accounts and business development specialists supporting service-

line expansion.

m THE ACTUAL OPERATING MODEL

The firm operates the opposite model. Zero dedicated sellers across two billion dollars in revenue.
Origination is driven by partners, principals, and senior consultants. The intervention engaged ALTA to
deepen what was already working rather than to repair anything that had broken.

m WHY THEY ENGAGED ALTA

Leadership engaged ALTA to develop the consultative selling capabilities of the broader consulting
workforce, with the intent of operationalizing across hundreds of senior consultants what the partners and
principals were already doing through individual talent. The recognition was that the next stage of organic
growth depended on the firm's ability to operate consultative selling as a system rather than as a series of
individually heroic partner relationships.

m THE INTERVENTION AND OUTCOME

A two-year BD framework engagement focused on the consulting workforce specifically. Insight selling and
strategic account management were installed as taught and reinforced skills across the consultant base.
The engagement involved consultants rather than only leadership. The outcome was classified as Success
across the key measures. Consultant-level capability strengthened, and the firm's reliance on individual
partner heroism reduced. Counter-evidence noted in the engagement record was that lead generation
remained difficult even at this scale, consistent with the cross-case theme.

m WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS
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The case is the cleanest counter-evidence in the entire sample for the conventional consulting prescription
that seller-doer firms must transition to role-separated sales structures to scale. At two billion in revenue with
global reach and twenty-five service lines, the firm operates seller-doer at a scale that should structurally not
work, and it works. The reason it works is that the firm has built, over decades, the upstream infrastructure
that makes seller-doer scalable. Deep technical reputation, multiple senior partners capable of carrying
enterprise relationships, and a consultative selling capability installed across the consulting workforce as a
taught skill. If the seller-doer model can work at two billion dollars in revenue, the question for smaller
technical firms is not whether to escape it. The question is how to build the infrastructure that lets it scale.
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= THE FIRM

The professional services arm of a Canadian software-as-a-service company, at eighteen million dollars in
revenue. Twenty years in operation, founder-plus-early-team leadership stage. Three mid-level account
executives in place at engagement start. Critically, this firm was one of only two in the entire closed sample
investing at the Hinge ten percent benchmark for marketing. By every conventional measure of upstream
readiness, the firm should have been positioned for successful sales execution.

m WHY THIS CASE MATTERS

This is the boundary-condition case for the marketing-infrastructure thesis. The firm had adequate marketing
investment. It had a competent sales team. It had a working professional services delivery capability. Every
condition the broader research framework would predict as a prerequisite for sales success was in place.
The case still failed.

m THE ACTUAL PROBLEM

The engagement record is explicit about the cause. The CEO was the problem. There was no strategy for
the firm, and priorities kept changing. The firm's positioning, target market, and offering shifted multiple times
during the engagement window. The sales team could not develop a coherent motion in any direction
because the direction itself kept moving. Each time the team built familiarity with a particular target buyer
and a particular value proposition, leadership pivoted to a different target or a different proposition. Sales
cycles in professional services run multiple quarters; the firm's strategic direction was changing within

single quarters.

m THE INTERVENTION AND OUTCOME

A multi-component engagement that combined Scaling Up methodology with insight selling capability
development. The engagement was rated Mixed at the end. Every KPI movement was stable rather than
improving. The marketing investment continued to produce activity, but the activity did not convert at the
expected rate because the firm could not present a stable enough value proposition for buyers to evaluate
consistently. Outcomes at twelve and twenty-four months remained mixed.

m WHAT THIS CASE REVEALS
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The case demonstrates that the marketing-infrastructure thesis is necessary but not sufficient. Marketing
investment, sales team competence, and delivery capability are all required, but they cannot compensate for
strategic instability at the top of the firm. The Premature Sales Hire pattern has two variants. The marketing-
infrastructure variant is the common case, exemplified by CASE-09 and others. The leadership-instability
variant is rarer but equally fatal, and it cannot be solved by adding marketing investment or by training the
sales team. It can only be solved by stabilizing the firm's strategy, which sometimes requires changes that sit
outside what an external engagement can address. Sometimes the firm is not ready for the work, and the
honest answer is to wait until it is.

There are two ways to make a sales hire premature. One is hiring
without marketing infrastructure. The other is hiring without the

leadership stability that holds strategic priorities steady across sales
cycles.
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This paper has presented three findings, a cluster framework, and a typology of four firm types, each
accompanied by intervention prescriptions drawn from the closed twenty-case sample. The research,
however, has not solved everything. One pattern recurs across the engagement records that the
framework so far has not addressed, and intellectual honesty requires naming it before drawing the
paper's conclusions.

m THE PATTERN

Across the closed sample, the phrase "lead generation was difficult" or its close variants appears as residual
feedback in the engagement records of ten of the twenty cases. Exactly half the sample. The frequency
alone would be worth noting. What makes the pattern significant is its distribution. The phrase appears in
cases as different as a sub-one-million-dollar founder-led Canadian IT consultancy, a twenty-million-dollar
Canadian management consulting firm, a five-hundred-million-dollar US IT services firm, and a two-billion-
dollar global engineering firm.

The cases are not connected by size, vertical, cluster, firm type, intervention pattern, or outcome rating.
They are connected by what the engagement work did not fully solve. Lead generation appears as residual
difficulty even in fully successful engagements, including the Hybrid-That-Works cases that represent the
most positive outcomes in the sample. The intervention work strengthened the firms' ability to convert
opportunities, manage strategic accounts, develop consultative selling capability, and operate the seller-doer
system more effectively. It did not consistently solve net-new pipeline generation.

B WHY THIS MATTERS FOR THE CONCLUSIONS OF THIS PAPER

A research paper that names a problem without acknowledging the limits of its proposed solution is a
marketing document, not a research document. The frameworks developed in this paper provide reliable
guidance on the seller-doer system itself, on the sequence of investments that make the system work, and
on the firm types and clusters where particular interventions apply. They do not provide complete guidance
on how to generate inbound pipeline at the scale that the seller-doer system, once installed, needs to
operate against.

Two directions for addressing the lead generation challenge emerge from the data and from the engagement
experience. Both are partial. Neither is fully validated in the closed sample. Both are worth naming as the
research frontier the next round of work will need to address.

® DIRECTION A: MARKETING INVESTMENT AS THE PRIMARY SOLUTION

The first direction is the marketing-investment thesis developed in Finding Two. Firms that move from the
two percent band toward the eight-to-ten percent Hinge benchmark, and that allocate that increased
investment against the specific levers that produce inbound pipeline in the modern buying environment,
should see lead generation improve. The levers include content engineered for visibility against the buying
committee's research, original research and intellectual property published under the firm's name,
conference and event presence in the firm's defensible vertical, and the systematic curation of the firm's
website and digital presence.
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The closed sample contains some evidence for this direction. CASE-01, the only firm in the sample investing
at the Hinge benchmark at engagement start, was producing meaningful inbound activity in a firm size band
where every other case in the sample reported zero inbound revenue. CASE-04, which moved its marketing
investment upward during the engagement, saw inbound conversion improve. The evidence is not, however,
sufficient to claim that moving marketing investment to ten percent reliably solves the lead generation
challenge. The directional pattern is suggestive. The case-level evidence is incomplete.

®m DIRECTION B: LEAD GENERATION AS A SEPARATE INTERVENTION CATEGORY

The second direction is structural rather than budgetary. The cases in the sample where lead generation
remained difficult even after marketing investment increased suggest that lead generation may require a
different kind of intervention than the work this research has typically delivered. Skill development,
framework installation, operating system implementation, and value proposition refinement are the kinds of
work that produce reliable results in this sample. Lead generation at scale, in this view, is a different kind of
capability development entirely.

The components of that different capability would include intellectual property development as a discipline,
with the firm producing original research, frameworks, and published thinking under its own name on a
recurring basis. Content engineering as a function, with the firm building or contracting capability to translate
intellectual property into formats the buying committee's research patterns will actually find. Channel
partnership development as a deliberate activity, with the firm cultivating referral relationships with adjacent
professional services firms whose clients map onto the firm's target buyers. Conference and event presence
as a sustained investment, treated as IP distribution rather than as event marketing. The systematic curation
of the firm's digital presence as the surface modern buyers will encounter before any sales conversation.

None of these capabilities is foreign to ALTA's engagement work. All of them have appeared in particular
engagements. None of them, however, has been treated as a separate workstream with its own resourcing,
its own measurement, and its own sustained attention across the engagement period. The cases in the
sample where lead generation remained difficult are, in many respects, the cases where this second
direction was not pursued separately from the broader engagement work.

B WHAT THE NEXT ROUND OF RESEARCH WILL NEED TO ADDRESS

Future ALTA engagements, and the future research drawn from them, will need to test both directions
explicitly. Engagements that deliberately treat marketing investment as the lead generation lever and that
track inbound results against the investment increase will provide evidence for Direction A. Engagements
that deliberately treat lead generation as a separate intervention category, with its own workstream and its
own measurement, will provide evidence for Direction B. The two directions are not exclusive, and both are
likely to be partially correct.
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Until that next round of research is completed, the honest position is that this paper provides reliable
guidance on the seller-doer system itself, on the sequence of capability investments that make the system
work, and on the firm types where particular interventions apply. It does not yet provide complete guidance
on the lead generation challenge that sits adjacent to the seller-doer system. Readers should treat the
prescriptions in this paper as accurate within their scope, and should treat the lead generation question as
the next frontier their own firms will need to address.

Lead generation appears as residual difficulty in half the sample. It
is the lever this research has identified but not yet solved.
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The conventional prescription for scaling a professional services firm has been remarkably consistent for
forty years. Build a sales culture by importing one. Hire salespeople, separate them from the doers, and let
the sales team carry the pipeline while the experts focus on billable work. The prescription has been written
into business books, taught in professional services management programs, and reinforced by the
conventional career path that moves successful sellers from one firm to another, often as the senior hire
intended to solve a growth challenge.

The research presented in this paper does not say the conventional prescription is wrong in every case. It
says that the prescription, when applied to technical professional services firms below roughly twenty-five
million dollars in revenue without the upstream conditions in place, produces a recognizable failure mode
with high reliability. The closed sample documents that failure mode in seven of twenty firms, the largest
single firm type in the database. It accounts for every Mixed outcome the research recorded.

The alternative prescription that emerges from the closed sample inverts the conventional sequence.
Technical professional services firms should invest upstream first, in marketing infrastructure, visible
expertise, and the installation of insight selling capability in their existing technical leadership. Dedicated
sales hires, when they are appropriate at all, should follow rather than precede those investments. In two of
the four analytical clusters represented in this study, namely Technical Project-Based and Knowledge
Advisory, dedicated sales hires may never become necessary even at very large scale.

The two-billion-dollar global engineering firm documented in Case Study Seven is the cleanest counter-
evidence for the conventional prescription. The firm operates the opposite model of what the conventional
advice would recommend at its size, and it operates that model successfully. The lesson the firm offers is
direct. The seller-doer model is not a stage to escape. In technical professional services, particularly in the
expert-led clusters, it is the operating model at every scale. The work of building a professional services firm
is the work of perfecting that model, not the work of escaping it.

This research is offered as a contribution to the ongoing conversation about how technical professional
services firms should think about their growth path. The findings are limited to the population this study has
been able to observe, and the prescriptions are based on the interventions ALTA has been able to deliver.
The lead generation challenge documented in Section Seven sits adjacent to this work and remains the
open frontier the next round of research will address.
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In the meantime, the firms reading this paper have an immediate next move available. The diagnostic on the
following pages is designed to help them locate themselves in the four-type framework. Their location in that
framework points, with reasonable directness, to the appropriate intervention sequence. Most readers, in our
experience, will recognize their own firm in one of the four types within the first few questions of the
diagnostic. The recognition itself is often the most important step. The interventions that follow are the work
of years, but the diagnostic is the work of an afternoon.
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The questions below are designed to help a firm locate itself in the four-type framework developed in this
paper. The diagnostic is not exhaustive, and it does not substitute for a structured engagement assessment.
It does, however, surface the most consequential signals quickly. A reader who works through the eight
questions should have a reasonabile initial view of which firm type their organization most closely resembiles,
and which section of the paper provides the most directly applicable prescriptive guidance.

m HOW TO USE THIS DIAGNOSTIC

Read each question and select the answer that most accurately describes your firm's current state, not the
state you are aiming for. If two answers feel equally true, select the one that has been true longest. If none
of the answers feels exactly right, select the closest fit and note the gap. The diagnostic produces directional
results rather than precise classifications. Some firms will sit cleanly in one type. Others will straddle two,
typically because they are in transition between stages of the maturity model.

After working through the questions, refer to the scoring guide that follows. The guide provides directional
mapping from response patterns to firm types, along with a pointer to the section of the paper that contains
the most directly relevant intervention guidance.

m THE EIGHT QUESTIONS

Question 1 Delivery Model

Which of the following best describes your firm's primary delivery model?

(a) Technical project-based work, such as engineering, construction, or technically-specified IT projects. (b)
Knowledge advisory, such as management consulting or advisory services where the senior practitioner's
judgment is the primary product. (c) Technology-enabled service delivery, such as IT services, managed
service provider work, or IT outsourcing. (d) Embedded professional services, operating as the services arm
of a software or product company.

Question 2 Marketing Investment

What percentage of annual revenue does your firm invest in marketing, including content development,
intellectual property publication, event presence, and digital infrastructure?

(a) Below three percent. (b) Three to six percent. (c) Six to ten percent. (d) Above ten percent.
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Question 3 Origination Structure

How is origination distributed across your firm today?

(a) The founder or one principal originates seventy percent or more of new revenue. (b) Two to four partners
or principals each carry their own client relationships and produce significant origination. (c) A dedicated
sales function works alongside partner relationships, with each contributing to origination. (d) A dedicated
sales function is the primary origination channel, with partners focused largely on delivery.

Question 4 Inbound Percentage

What percentage of new revenue comes from inbound sources, meaning clients who initiated contact with
your firm rather than the reverse?

(a) Below ten percent. (b) Ten to thirty percent. (c) Thirty to sixty percent. (d) Above sixty percent.

Question 5 Revenue Band

What is your firm's annual revenue?

(a) Below five million dollars. (b) Five to twenty-five million dollars. (c) Twenty-five to fifty million dollars. (d)
Above fifty million dollars.

Question 6 Recent Sales Hiring

Has your firm hired dedicated sales staff in the past twenty-four months?

(a) Yes, and the sellers are producing results that match the expectations the firm had when it made
the hire. (b) Yes, but the sellers are producing results below the expectations the firm had when it made
the hire. (c) No, but the firm has been considering it. (d) No, and the firm does not currently plan to hire
dedicated sellers.

Question 7 Intellectual Property Visibility

How visible is your firm's intellectual property externally, including published research, frameworks, content,
and recognized expertise of senior people?

(a) Minimal. The firm does not currently produce published material under its name. (b) Some. The firm
produces occasional content, and individual partners have professional presence on platforms such as
LinkedIn. (c) Substantial. The firm runs a recurring content program, and senior people are recognized
voices in the firm's defensible specialization. (d) Industry-leading. The firm publishes original research, has
named frameworks in active use in its market, and is sought out for expertise.
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Question 8 Business Development Accountability

How is leadership accountability for business development structured below the founder or managing
partner level?

(a) Informal. There are no specific metrics or targets for business development beyond the founder. (b)
Partner-level. Partners are individually accountable for their books of business, with measurement attached.
(c) Distributed. Business development accountability extends below partner level into senior consultants and
account managers. (d) Comprehensive. Business development metrics are embedded in performance
review at multiple levels of the consulting workforce.

® SCORING GUIDE

The eight responses together provide a directional indication of which firm type best describes your
organization. The scoring is not arithmetic. Some questions weigh more heavily than others, and some
response patterns point clearly to a specific type even when other responses suggest otherwise. The
descriptions below identify the response patterns most strongly associated with each type.

FIRM TYPE CHARACTERISTIC RESPONSE PATTERN

Founder-Bottlenecked Q3 = (a). Q5 = (a) typically, sometimes (b). Q4 = (a). Q7 = (a) or (b). Q8 = (a). Read
Generalist Section 5.4 for prescriptive guidance.
Plateaued Seller-Doer Q3 = (b). Q6 = (d). Q5 = (b), (c), or (d). Q1 = (a) or (b). Q8 = (b) or (c). Read Section 5.3 for

prescriptive guidance.

Premature Sales Hire Q6 = (b). Q2 = (a). Q3 = (c) or (d). Q1 = (c) or (d) typically, sometimes (b). Read Section 5.1
for prescriptive guidance.

Hybrid-That-Works Q6 = (a) or (d). Q2 = (b) or (c). Q3 = (b) or (c). Q4 = (b), (c), or (d). Q7 = (c) or (d). Q8 = (c)
or (d). Read Section 5.2 for prescriptive guidance.

Table 6. Diagnostic scoring guide. Response patterns are characteristic rather than exclusive; firms in transition
between types will exhibit mixed patterns.

= WHERE TO GO FROM HERE

Most readers, after working through the diagnostic, will recognize their firm in one of the four types. The next
move is to read the corresponding chapter of Section Five carefully, paying particular attention to the "What
Works" and "What Does Not Work" subsections. These sections describe the intervention patterns that
produced successful outcomes in the closed sample for firms in each type, and the patterns that consistently
produced poor outcomes.

For firms in the Premature Sales Hire type, the most useful next step is usually a structural assessment of
the upstream conditions, particularly marketing investment, value proposition clarity, and leadership stability.
The case studies in Section Six, particularly Case Studies 2, 3, and 8, illustrate the variations of this pattern
and the interventions that worked and did not work in each.

Al



For firms in the Plateaued Seller-Doer or Founder-Bottlenecked Generalist types, the most useful next step
is typically the development of insight selling and strategic account management capability in the existing
senior team, combined with sustained investment in visible expertise and intellectual property. Case Studies
1, 4, and 5 illustrate these patterns across different cluster contexts.

For firms in the Hybrid-That-Works type, the question is typically not what intervention to make next but what
investments to sustain. The risk for these firms is complacency rather than acute failure. Case Studies 6 and
7 illustrate the pattern at different scales.

Readers wanting to discuss their results, explore an engagement, or ask questions about how the
framework applies to their specific situation are invited to contact ALTA Consulting directly. Contact
information appears on the following page.
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ALTA Consulting is a Canadian management consultancy serving technical professional services firms in
Canada, the United States, and internationally. The firm specializes in helping professional services leaders
solve the structural questions of growth that this research addresses, including marketing investment
strategy, sales capability development, value proposition refinement, and the design of operating systems
that allow the seller-doer model to scale.

ALTA's engagement work combines strategic advisory with practical capability development. Engagements
range from short focused workshops to multi-year operating system installations, depending on the client
firm's stage and needs. The firm's commercial proposition rests on the deep, repeated application of clinical
research patterns of the kind documented in this paper, refined and adapted to each engagement context.

m THE PRACTICE DIRECTOR

Gord Smith is Practice Director at ALTA Consulting. His work focuses on commercial growth strategy for
professional services firms, with particular concentration on the firms whose growth questions this paper
addresses. He presents regularly to executive peer groups, including TEC Canada, on the topics of sales
methodology, leadership development, and the application of Al to professional services adoption. He is
based in Collingwood, Ontario.

® ENGAGEMENT INQUIRIES

Readers interested in discussing their results from the diagnostic in this paper, exploring an engagement
with ALTA, or asking questions about how the research applies to their specific situation are invited to make
contact through the firm's website. Inquiries about reprint permissions, citation, or research collaboration
should also be directed through the same channel.
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