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Crossing Over 
The Role Transition From Consulting to Corporate  
C-Suite Experiences, Perceptions and Views 

As anyone who has heard the joke about the consultant and the shepherd knows, professional 

services firms and corporate organizations have something of a love-hate relationship. They can’t live 
with or without each other. Yet they have one imperative in common – superlative leadership. How 

could both sides benefit from mixing DNA? 

Their narratives will provide indicators for hiring organizations and likeminded professionals who are 

considering crossing over. More than this, they offer a fascinating insight into the exhilarating and 

sometimes painful experiences of a new C-suite executive. 
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Executive Summary 
Our interviews revealed that the cross over from professional services to the corporate world is not 

only possible, but can add considerable transformative value to both sides, thanks to the specific 

skillset and dynamism of consultants. However, even when the urge to merge is compelling, it is key 

for both sides to invest in reflection and due diligence. Solid onboarding is critical for any incoming 

executive, all the more so for these particular profiles, given differences in culture and practice 

between the professional services and corporate worlds. The crossover should be accompanied by a 

coach, and carefully-selected and objective internal guides. With onboarding in place, the consultant’s 

skillset, one which combines robust analysis, strategy design and change management, can be an 

unusually powerful mix. 
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9 - I can See Clearly Now  

10 - Where Do We Go From Here?  

 

“The most applicable 

knowledge would be 

my capacity to 

analyze business 

strategies, the market 

and opportunities, the 

size of existing teams 

in order to develop 

them. Equally, 

redefining the 

business model for 

some of the operating 

units - new KPIs were 

decisive, since the 

company was not 

accustomed to using 

them, whereas for 

me it had been very 

common. Finally, the 

construction of 

communication 

channels and the 

relationships with 

clients, which needed 

redefining from the 

very first moment.”  
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Part One: 

First Steps 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

“I had the feeling that if I were ever to 
leave, it really was now.” 
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Introduction - Time For a Change
Reasons for Crossing Over 

 

The move from professional services Partner to a C-Suite corporate role is triggered by a 

variety of reasons. Most prominent: looking ahead at the career path and realizing there 

is a need for change. This can be a ‘20 year itch’ developing over time. We see the 

weariness of starting every year with a Sisyphean cycle: revenue targets, slidewriting, 

presenting without truly being able to influence the outcome. Excessive travel and family 

shifts compound the situation and for some, the career path within their firms is unappealing or 

uncertain. If the decision may be the result of deep reflection, it can equally be ignited by the outside 

world: an opportunity swings by via the network as an executive search firm or longstanding client 

extends a compelling invitation. 

1 



 

 

 
Context Matters:  

 

 
9 
 

 

 

 

“It was not a denial of 

my firm, but of my 

potential career path 
if I stayed.” 
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Preparation is 90% of Success 
How to Prepare the Terrain 

The need to prepare before crossing over (without falling into analysis paralysis) was 

made abundantly clear. Some CxO domains are not second nature to professional 

services – finance, legal, managing diversity - and the learning curve will likely be steep. 

At the other extreme: if consultants may not know it all, their hiring organizations may 

assume they do, so expectations must be managed both sides. Due diligence is crucial 

regarding the financial health and wider structure of the organization. Equally critical is to get to 

know the key stakeholders. (Preparation is far easier when the hiring organization is an ex client). 

“Know thyself” is a further key: one’s motivations, strengths, weaknesses, preparedness to take on 

an operational role. Coaching is advised, and the process does not stop once on board. 

2 



 

 

 
Context Matters:  

 

 
12 
 

 

 

 

 

“I prepared badly. The 

first thing I found out 

after two weeks was 

that the company 

was technically 

bankrupt, which I 

should have seen. But 

I guess I was too 

eager to make that 

move. And I talked to 

other people, who did 

something similar. 

Preparing yourself is 

one of the things you 
can’t do enough.” 
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“Since the moment I 

started the whole 

discussion: “do I really 

want to be in 

consulting till the end 

of my life?” things 

started spinning in my 

head. Half a year later 

I went to my Partners 

and said: “listen, I am 

quitting.” I didn’t have 

a clue whether I 

would get a job or 

not, but I thought it 

would be something I 

would want to do, so, 

“let’s burn the 

ships.”” 
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How to Prepare the Terrain 
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The Shock of the New 
Onboarding Surprises 

All our executives agreed that onboarding was one of the most critical phases in crossing 

over. They were struck by cultural differences related to the relative emotionality and politics 

of the corporate world. Some regretted their lack of legal and financial expertise. Being 

suddenly in the spotlight was also a surprise, and whilst some executives relished a greater 

freedom to make decisions, others keenly felt the pressure of having to have their finger 

constantly on the button. Fortunately they had their consulting skills to fall back on – these were 

critical in assessing a new situation and learning how to navigate. However, they needed support 

and sought it from various dimensions - from the top, from the frontlines and laterally - by building a 

strong team or bringing that team on board. Some discovered that they lacked the resources to form 

teams, or that the quality of support teams was lower than in the professional services environment. 
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“As a consultant, you 

surf clients, your time 

is pretty much 

defined by what your 

client requires. I got 

skilled in juggling. 

Which was a skill 

totally useless at the 

corporation, because I 

wasn’t supposed to 

juggle things, but 

focus on the key 
challenges.” 
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“The owner and I 

would have countless 

debates, when we 

would be clearly 

adults with each 

other. I would say: 

“this is about saving 

the company,” and he 

would say: “this is 

about building the 

strategy.” That 

expectation was 

maybe created by the 

fact that he was 

specifically trying to 

hire an ex-

management 
consultant as CEO.” 
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“At our consulting 

firm we always had 

the best people in our 

country and abroad. I 

could not understand 

how adequate 

resources were not 

available for carrying 

out the corresponding 
functions.” 
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Onboarding Surprises 
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Part Two: 

The Consultant’s New Clothes 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You do not tell the CEO that he is more 
a Consultant than a Manager.” 
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Consulting On the Inside
Exercising the Craft 

In the previous chapter, we touched upon the fact that, in the first 90 days, the skills honed 

in a consulting background can be of invaluable help in assessing and steering through the 

initial turbulence. In this chapter we discover how and when these skills really come into 

their own: a combination of broad-based thinking, sharp analytical skills, and the ability to 

motivate teams in times of pressure and change. 
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“There is a 

communication skill 

that I really learned 

from my time at 

______[consulting 

firm]. How you 

structure a logic and 

break things down. I 

am highly organized. 

There is breadth in 
my experience!” 
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Exercising the Craft 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
“There is a lot of project work going on, and I smell projects going bad from afar: are there too 

many people at the table, deliverables not clear enough, questions about who the budget holder 

actually is? Those sorts of consulting project management no-brainers. I make them explicit with 

my boss, making sure he is with me.” 
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Us and Them 
Dealing with Prejudices 

 

After crossing over to the corporate world, our ex-consultants encountered prejudice related 

to their professional services background - concerning their understanding of the company, 

or the relevance and pragmatism of their strategies. These rumblings were either implicit or 

explicit, yet several new executives successfully rose above them. This, thanks to their 

healthy realism about human nature, the fact that they had successfully overcome prejudice 

in the past, or were simply able to filter out unhelpful noise.  
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“I demonstrated to 

them over time my 

knowledge and 

capacity of taking 

decisions in real 

aspects and practices 
of the company.” 
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Dealing With Prejudices 
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Old Dogs, New Tricks? 
Applying New Habits, Leaving Old Ones Behind 

 

Many aspects of consulting knowledge and practices turn out to be an invaluable resource in 

a new corporate role. Some habits transfer less well. The tendency to conduct extensive, 

iterative analysis before acting is one. Others relate to management style:the assumption 

that teams are highly motivated, closely connected and will deliver on the basis of 

motivation rather than rules. Or that work can, or will be, done outside normal hours. Some 

well-loved consulting tools have to be put back into their box: Excel, PowerPoint and finally, 

management lingo. 
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Applying New Habits, Leaving Old Ones Behind 
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Part Three: 

Looking Back, and Forward 

  

 

“I think both worlds can learn from each 

other. My experiences are from different 

worlds. There are not that many people 
that go from one to the other.” 
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Those Were the Days (Or Were They?)  
What is Missed Most – and Least 

 

Ex-Partners miss performing and discussing intellectual tasks in a likeminded, collegiate 

setting. They miss less the reasons for which they abandoned consulting in the first place 

– the imbalance between work and private lives, excessive travel, workload, the pressure 

of acquisition and lack of real influence on short- or long-term outcomes.  
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“It was essential to 

always be on the run, 

recruiting and 

delivering on time. I 

do not experience 

such rapid and 

demanding dynamics 

at my company 
today.” 
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What you May Miss Most – and Least 
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If I Were Hiring Me
Advice for Hiring Organizations 

 

For consultants as well as hiring organizations, a previous consulting-client relationship 

can be a fine platform for mutual observation and success. Even more so, because it can 

be difficult to gain visibility on a Partner’s suitability on paper, given the ‘black box’ of the 

consulting environment. In the absence of a history of working together, sound 

assessment is critical, not only to evaluate business competencies, but personal and 

social fitness for this different and culturally-diverse environment. It is also important to 

examine the consultant’s underlying motivation for the role. Risk can be managed by setting smaller 

steps towards the top roles, and here again, well planned and executed onboarding is vital. With 

these conditions in place, the fresh perspective, broad-based experience and intellectual bandwidth 

imported by exceptional consulting professionals has the potential to act as a powerful catalyst for 

change.

8 



 

 

 
Context Matters:  

 

 
40 
 

 

 

 

 

“Take a realistic view 

of a person’s 

capabilities, do not 

consider that a 

consultant can do 

everything.  For 

example, a consultant 

couldn’t become a 

bureaucrat all at 
once.” 
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Advice for Hiring Organizations 
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I can See Clearly Now  
Shifts in Perceptions of the Consulting/CxO Role 

 

Whilst their new life had significantly reduced the esteem of some 

executives for their former profession, the loyalty and respect of most 

remained intact. The idea that both sides could learn from and coach each 

other emerged. Regarding their perceptions of the C-suite, the appreciation 

of all participants had grown, thanks to their first hand experience of this 

lonely, highly pressured leadership role where their impact on results did 

not always match their hopes and expectations, as the system raised inevitable barriers to getting 

things done. 

9.1 – Appreciation Shifts of the Consulting Role 
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9.2 - Appreciation shifts of the C-suite role 

 

 

“Everything is 

centered around you. 

It is demanding, being 

constantly on your 

toes and the fact that 

you are a role 

model.” 
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“The consultant is not 

lonely, even as a 

Partner. But as the C, 

and especially the 

CEO I have to tell you 

that it is very, very, 

very lonely. So, get 
ready for that.” 
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Appreciation Shifts of the Consulting Role 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appreciation Shifts of the CxO Role 
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Where Do We Go From Here?  
The Next Career Step 

 

Unsurprisingly, given that most of our interviewees were relatively new 

to their role, the next step seemed somewhat distant. And yet, even if 

it was not yet in focus, it was emerging, even at this early stage. The 

notion of returning to consulting was rarely cited. Instead, some were 

thinking of bridging the advisory and corporate worlds via a future Non 

Executive Board role. Others were experiencing an entrepreneurial itch. For some, this could be 

solved by becoming an intrapraneur within their existing organization. Finally, for those not already in 

a CEO role, feelings were mixed about stepping up. 
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I might return to 

consulting or start an 

entrepreneurial 

career. Anyway this 

position opens many 

doors and levels.” 
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The Next Career Step 
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Crossing Over – Decision Dashboard 
At the close of each chapter we have provided a set of insights and main 

messages. Here we combine these into a ‘decision dashboard.’ We invite 

consultants and hiring organizations to use this as a thinking aid to ensure 
that the crossing over is fulfils its considerable potential to be a source of real 

value enhancement for all. 
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Onboarding Surprises 
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Exercising the Craft 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dealing With Prejudices 
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Applying New Habits, Leaving Old Ones Behind 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What you May Miss Most – and Least 
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Advice for Hiring Organizations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appreciation Shifts of the Consulting Role 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
Context Matters:  

 

 
55 
 

 

 

 

Appreciation Shifts of the CxO Role 
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