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PRAISE FOR

The Consultants Compass


What I found in Ciannis book, The Consultants Compass: Navigating Success with Courage, Curiosity and Compassion, is exactly what I experienced as her clienthonest advice and practical recommendations that are on target when the stakes are high and the issues complex. This book models itself on the behavior of a great consultant, listening first and then holding up a mirror that helps you reflect on the insights. Wherever you are on the journey of consulting as a career, you will return to this book often for the encouragement (you mean its not just me?), the reality check (are you being honest with yourself?), and the nudge you need (the deep end is calling) to believe in yourself and the value you can bring to your clients.

Jean S. Chitwood

Retired Executive, Clinical Drug Development and Pharmaceutical Services

In The Consultants Compass, Mary Cianni has delivered the definitive book about the multifaceted world of consulting. Comprehensive and spot-on, The Consultants Compass is full of eye-opening insights into the various stages of a career, being client-centric, and managing lasting partnershipssupporting any consultants journey. Ciannis writing provokes you to think about consulting anew.

Robin Landa

Distinguished Professor, Kean University; Author, The New Art of Ideas

Mary Cianni's book is a game-changer for aspiring and established consultants. It goes beyond the technical what and dives into the essential how of consulting, coupled with an exploration of how to learn the inner game that distinguishes the top consultants. Drawing from her vast experience and network, Mary outlines a roadmap on how to develop the mindset and establish the client relationships that propel consultants to the pinnacle. This book is a must-read, distilling the essence of consulting mastery with unmatched insight.

Ross Tartell, PhD

Adjunct Associate Professor, Teachers College, Columbia University

Mary is one of these inspirational people you meet one day and who influence your life for a long time to come. Not only has she been instrumental as a consultant in a transformation project I was leading, but her experience and impact made me think about my future at the time, and then made me move a few years later from corporate leadership to strategic consulting. Marys book is a real guide and compass for those who have the boldness to make the change to consulting. I can identify many of the experiences Mary describesespecially the courage to relearn and the fact its not about selling and telling but listening and asking the right questionsand I wish I had been able to read The Consultants Compass when I made the journey myself.

Jean-Christophe Font

Consultant, Kinetic Consulting; Former Chief Talent Officer, Nestl

Whatever technical skills we have, all consultants learn by doing; it is our experiences, our successes (and our failures), and how we engage with clients, prospects, and colleagues that allow us to grow. Mary shares insights from people who have been there and done it, telling relatable real-world stories that help us understand what consulting means in practical jargon-free language. Aspiring and seasoned consultants, whether at big consulting organizations, sole practitioners, or internal consultants in large corporations can all learn from this. After all, learning from experiences (your own and others) and applying these to the next unexpected problem is what consultancy is about.

Steve Allan

Experienced Global M&A Consultant

Mary Cianni brings a unique perspective because of her successful consulting career along with understanding the underlying theories drawn from her academic background. In this immensely thoughtful and practical book, which is interspersed with real-life examples, Mary provides a framework on how to navigate the terrain to become a masterful consultant. She is able to discern the truly differentiating characteristics of value-added, client-oriented consulting that is helpful no matter if you are a novice or a veteran consultant.

Joe Bonito, DBA

Experienced Internal Consulting Leader, Pfizer, Coach Inc., and more

Choosing the path of consulting requires deep reflection and choice to align your passions with your current and future capabilities. Marys book provides a clear and compelling map to help you navigate your journey. This book will help both external and internal consultants that I work with in my day job as head coach at Samsung as well as accelerate the development of my consulting and coaching students at my night job at NYU.

David Lipsky, PhD

Head Coach, Samsung

The Consultants Compass is a human and engaging account of how to navigate a successful consulting career. Mary brings alive the human qualitiescourage, curiosity, and compassionthat Ive found central to a long and interesting consulting career. I love the stories from practicing consultants and reflective questions to help aspiring and developing consultants alike. Many of these insights will undoubtedly find their way into my own work and teaching!

Paul Lambert

Partner, Prophet Consulting; Program Director, People and Organisational Change, Henley Business School

Becoming an effective consultant can be viewed as a combination of a black box and mythological magic somehow blended with charisma. Throughout my career, weve asked how to capture this in a systematic way. Mary Cianni has stepped up to that challenge and delivered superbly with her Consultants Compass. Allow her experience and wisdom to guide you on this path.

Iain Jones

Experienced Global Human Resources Consultant

To some its a business model. To others, a profession. But Mary Cianni raises consulting to passion, artform, a calling. Few have studied, or practiced, consulting from as many angles (client and consultant, solo practitioner, and leader in world-class firms) as Cianni. She provides a compelling reason to consider consulting as a path as well as a mapping of the next stages of your journey.

Dr. Kaihan Krippendorff

Founder, Outthinker Networks; Host, Outthinkers Podcast; Top-ranked Management Thinker; Best-selling Strategy and Innovation Author; Adjunct Faculty, Florida International University; Former Consultant, McKinsey

Marys The Consultant's Compass provides invaluable insights into the art of consulting through the lens of courage, curiosity, and compassion. By sharing real stories from over three decades in the industry, she illuminates the challenges faced in early careers as well as how top consultants refined their skills and evolved into masters of their craft. Consultants in bigger and smaller consulting companies and at any stage of their journey will benefit from Marys wisdom and guidance on building successful, impactful, and fulfilling careers. I wholeheartedly recommend this book to anyone who wants to understand what consulting really means, beyond all the myths that exist about it.

Silke Grosse-Hornke

Founder and Partner, Grosse-Hornke Consultancy, Germany

The Consultants Compass is a must read for anyone thinking of making the move from a corporate career to consulting. It is a difficult transition and Marys wise, balanced, and pragmatic advice will help people be informed and avoid the many potential potholes. Mary herself embodies the very best of what it takes to be a great consultantthe ability to simplify the complex, inspire confidence through deep credibility, and a genuine care for her clients.

Jo McConnell

Senior People and Transformation Executive

Whether you are considering a career in consulting or have already made that choice, you will find valuable insights in Marys brilliant book, The Consultants Compass: Navigating Success with Courage, Curiosity, and Compassion. Her book prompts you to consider the key attributes of a masterful consultant and invites you to reflect on how you can apply them. Ive been an internal and external consultant for decades and have used many of the approaches shared in this book. This is a must-have resource for anyone in the consulting space.

Maryanne Spatola

CEO, C3 Talent Strategies; Author, The Office is Dead, Now What? A Post-Pandemic Field Guide for Leadership

For much of my professional career, I watched Mary Cianni engage her clients with her expertise, network, and outside-the-box perspective that led to innovative solutions to navigate their current issues and concerns. I also observed her engage her fellow consultants and direct reports in the same wayalways looking to bring the best to the table, open to new ideas, and fostering an environment of continuous learning.

I am excited to see that Mary is now sharing her expertise with the world through her new book, The Consultants Compass. While this is an amazing resource for any aspiring consultant, it is also a wonderful road map for anyone in the professional services industry, including those in corporate function roles who are supporting these consultants.

Lance Emery

Experienced Executive Human Resources Leader, Fortune 500 Professional Services Companies
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Introduction

Have you ever thought youd want to be a consultant even if you do not truly understand what a consultant does? If youve ever heard the title consultant and it sounded intriguing, keep reading. This book will help you to understand at a deep level what becoming a consultant is like and more importantly, it will guide you to a decision about whether the leap into the world of consulting is one you simply must take.

My first interaction with consultants was during my time in the Corporate Learning & Development function of a financial services company. Wed been called to a meeting with a consultant who was looking at the organizational effectiveness of our function. I asked my colleague what consultants do and what to expect. Before walking away from me, he said, They ask you for your watch and then tell you the time. The sneer in his voice led me to believe that he was not keen on the idea that someone, aka a consultant, would be prying into our work. I got the sense that this outsider was not on our side. And I still had no clue what consultants did.

I loved the meeting with the consultant! He asked thoughtful questions. He connected our thoughts to a bigger picture. He provided insights into what others were doing in our space. And at the end of the meeting, he got to leave. There was something about the confidence, the content, and the connectivity of it all that intrigued me. I never gave it much thought after that. But something about that moment stuck with me.

What is a consultant? Who are these people who are invited into organizations to solve problems, to fix things? Schein (2016) describes the traditional definition as someone in the role of an expert who provides technical information, specialized services, data-driven diagnoses, and insightful recommendations while, above all, keeping professional distance. In his rethinking of the role, Schein recognizes that this definition is outdated and quite frankly useless. His view, similar to mine, is that a consultant has to be a partner and a helper.

There are many types of consultants. The deep subject matter expert who knows an area at a rich and detailed level like an HR technology expert who advises on available systems and how they work. Others are data geeks with unique data and information, such as companies that collect compensation, employee experience, and leadership competency data and can boast of having hundred thousands of pieces of data upon which to base insights. There are also embedded consultants who provide arms and legs during peak times when companies are resource constrained. And then there is the strategic adviser who has amassed decades of experience with stories of being in the trenches with other clients who conquered similar challenges.

To me, a consultant is someone so curious about clients and the world in which they operate that they want to know everything there is to know so they can help the client navigate through the stormy waters they face. They want to figure out the true problem before deciding how to make things better. A consultant sees the dots connected in ways their client cant. A consultant hears anxiety and concern as they listen with empathic ears acknowledging the human-centric nature of their work. A consultant is someone whom ChatGPT can never, ever replace.

We are people who have a passion for making workplaces better for all stakeholders: employees, leaders, customers, and shareholders. We come equipped with skills and tools that make the requisite transformations smoother and sustainable. Clients want to partner with us because of who we are, not just what we do.

I spent close to thirty years in consulting: first as a solo practitioner and then as a leader in two world-class firms. I retired my consulting title to be a teacher of consultants, bringing together my passion for both. It would be the perfect bow on wrapping up what has been a wonderful and rewarding career. I wondered how to teach people not only how to be consultants but also how to thrive in what can sometimes be an unwelcoming and overwhelming workplace. Are there specific factors that lead to a successful consulting career? Are there unique qualities that go beyond what Duckworth (2016) calls grit that keep us in the game during days of doubt and disillusionment?

How do you teach someone to be a consultant without talking about the toll it sometimes takes on our self-esteem? And at the end say yes, but its worth it. Learning how to be a consultant is not solely about the mechanics of putting a project plan together, analyzing data, and spewing recommendations but also about the true art of thinking like a consultant. And recognizing our own humanity in the process. Our willingness to fail, to fret, and to move forward.

The questions I pondered as I created syllabi for consulting courses got me to do what I would often do when I was stuck. I reached out to colleagues. I have the good fortune to have as professional pals consultants who are THE best in the business. Leaders. Experts. Authors. Sought after not only for what they know but also for who they are.

And thats how this book was born. Why not get these gracious folks to tell me their stories? How did they learn the art of consulting? How did they develop a consulting mindset? What were those critical experiences that created the aha moments of learning and growth? Why were they successful when so many are not? How did they get past those defining moments when they felt like maybe they would not make it, only to move into an even better phase of their consulting career? I wanted to peer into the minds of successful consultants and tease out the critical components to uncover the hidden truths that would help you, my readers, excel as consultants.

Who are the people behind the stories that you will read? These are consultants who know that people are at the heart of an organizations success and who believe to their core that if you create human-centric workplaces, people and companies flourish. These are stories of consultants who care about their clients and who help them to shine. Stories about the challenges that are as exhilarating as they are exhausting. Its about showing up in authentic ways to create a better workplace for our colleagues and clients. Its about the humiliating moments and the huge milestones that create a career we look back on with pride. This is a book about my journey and those of thirty-six friends in a profession that is by our accounts the best in the business.

The first part of the book describes various entry points to consulting careers. Some folks start out directly from a university as a first job. Others may work before segueing into being a consultant. They all move from face-cringing moments as newbies and continue through a series of highs and lows to the stage when they feel that, yes, theyve mastered the art of consulting. These consultants share how they depended on their strengths and the kindness of others to get through the slogs to celebrate the successes. Scattered throughout the book are sidebar quotes of noteworthy pieces of advice.

Part One: The Courage to Learn will guide you to deal with the ambiguity of getting to know the field of consulting. We often start out doing the tedious but necessary tasks like creating spreadsheets and slide decks. Even if we enter the consulting world as a fully formed professional, we still go through the transition process to becoming a consultant. The stories should not only give you confidence that you are not alone on shaky ground, but ways to find a firm landing on which to grow. My experiences as well as those of others will demonstrate how to deal with setbacks that almost seem required to develop into a masterful consultant. This section is for you if you are wondering what those early days will be like or if youll survive. It will shed light on how to be successful so you can move into a more sophisticated phase of consulting. It will enable you to move from the back of the room to center stage.

Part Two: Curiosity, Curiosity, Curiosity inspires you to lean into your thirst for knowledge to become a client-centric consultant who builds lasting relationships. It shows us the importance of creating a consultant tool kit while remembering that the most essential tool we have is our authenticity. It guides us to becoming that broad consultant who can walk into any client room prepared for anything that happens. After a few years of consulting, we break loose from the decks and documents to leverage our experience. This section will help you to see ways to add even greater value to your clients through your own growth and development.

Part Three: Compassion: Client and Colleagues as People reminds us that consulting is about relationships with clients, colleagues, and ourselves. It reminds us to be kind and to care and to bring those traits to situations in which they may be in short supply. Our best consulting days are those when we bring our whole selves to our clients. As our career progresses, we are in a place where what we manage is partnerships and not just projects. As we become masterful at consulting, our sphere of influence broadens not only with our clients but within our own firms.

Part Four: What Does the Future Hold? gives us a moment to rejoice in gaining mastery while reminding us that the world is a complex one and we will never stop needing to learn, adapt, and retool for a future of unknowns.

At the end of each chapter, I summarize the key messages and provide you with reflection questions and recommended actions. Consulting is a reflective practice, and taking the time to think about what the chapter means to you prior to taking an action is a mental muscle worth strengthening. Lets get started.
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CHAPTER 1

The Journey to Becoming 
a Masterful Consultant

I was at my desk looking out the window overlooking the plaza having a perfectly wonderful, easy day, when the phone rings. Without even a hello, the senior vice president (SVP) of Organization Development (OD) says, Mary, youre a psychologist, right? Uh, yes. Well, I have a favor. Go see one of our VPs. Since youre a psychologist, maybe you can figure out what he needs. Well, OK. He hangs up. The beginning of my career as a consultant. A vague request. A client. Dread in the pit of my stomach.

The unease came from being in a situation that was ambiguous and potentially fraught with failure. Why was my training as a psychologist being called into play? As a result of this background, I was accustomed to not knowing what each new client would bring to mewhat I would be called upon to do. This was different. This was business. A world I was just beginning to understand.

Other OD consultants had already met with this leader. Each one returned to the SVPs office, shaking their head, failing to understand what the VP wanted. Each time the VP became increasingly frustrated. He wasnt feeling heard; he wasnt getting what he needed. Having run out of consultants on his team, I was the last-ditch effort to help.

I hung up the phone and stared out the window. I wondered what I could do that would lead to a different outcome. I did not know this vice president. I did not know his business unit. I was not a consultant. What led experienced OD consultants to struggle with helping him? Why did the SVP think a psychologist was needed? And, most importantly, why me? I called the VPs office, and he asked me to come right over. As I walked across the plaza, I could not help but see the dark humor of my destination being adjacent to the periodontist I visited earlier in the week. Would I experience a similar pain and discomfort? Would what I was about to hear cause shivers up my spine in the same way as the scraping sound in the dental office? I hoped not.

I entered the VPs office. He was seated at a round table and his project leader sat next to him. He looked slightly pleased to see me, but seemed skeptical that it would amount to anything more than another ranting phone call. I sat down and apologized that he, once again, would have to tell his story. He began to talk about his role, his vision for helping the company, what was needed, and what was missing. Ideally this story would have been told in a nice linear fashion but that was not his style. He went off on tangents talking about what other companies were doing. Mid-sentence, he would look out the window or at his colleague, not moving, not speaking, holding us in suspense as if our computer screens had frozen, until he continued speakingsometimes connected to the last thought, sometimes not. He wove in and out of this lecture of making the company better, his plans, his vision, and his frustrations. For forty-five minutes my skills as a therapist listening to clients unravel a tight coil of need were tested. I started to organize the themes I heard in my head, wanting at the very least to let him know he was heard.

After he exhausted everything he had to say, he paused, waiting for my response. Now was the moment I would understand what it meant to be a consultant. To be asked to opine on what I heard. To see if I could measure up to what this VP expected of me. Would I be successful at letting him know that I not only heard but also understood his need? Would I be able to consult? How would I know if I got it right?

This was the first but not the only time in my consulting career that I felt like an imposter, as someone on the brink of failing. I often woke up in the middle of the night convinced that I was alone in this journey of figuring out how to be a consultant. The question I reflect on now is how to make this journey to becoming a consultant an easier one. I spent time as a solo practitioner, often unsure of what to do next. In my corporate roles, I worked alongside consultants who took the time to teach me what they knew. And then finally, I had the good fortune to work with amazing consultants in two of the premier human capital consulting firms in the world.

I observed people who started in the consulting profession only to arrive at a pivotal role and then no longer sustain what was required of them. Others thrived throughout their lifelong careers as consultants, chameleons adapting to changing market needs. Folks came from successful corporate careers and flamed out in a short time while others seamlessly assumed new personas. What is it that enables people to evolve into successful consultants?

If you are thinking of a career in consulting, you may wonder how people get into the profession in the first place. There is no one defined plan for entry. No specific degree or credential that confirms you have the requisite skills to be a consultant. Where you are in your career journey may influence the starting point, but surprisingly, early experiences are remarkably similar.

From Campus to Coolness

Budding consultants are often plucked from college campuses because they are bright and personable. They are steeped in knowledge but have no clue about what it means to be a consultant. Some storytellers started their consulting careers right out of university as either an undergraduate or graduate student. With little to no work experience, they thought that maybe this thing called consulting was for them. It was a leap of faith grounded in the belief that consulting is cool. The recruiting partners coming to campus wore designer suits, had luxurious leather portfolios, and an air of gravitas that exuded confidence. There is this image of staying in fancy hotels. Flying off to places near and far. All things rated high on the coolness factor. This assessment of cool is vague and yet sufficient as one of our storytellers relayed, I just knew I would be doing cool things for cool companies with cool people  and every day would be different. That was enough for me.

Consulting perhaps because of its reputation is intriguing. Working with big-name companies. Interacting with senior executives. Solving complex business problems like the ones in academic business cases. The reality is at first you may never leave your laptop locked to a cubicle desk or on a table in your home office. But even with early days filled with mundane work, people get hooked. And that happens the first time we meet with a real, live client. It hits us that people will listen to us and that what we do can matter.

One consultant, fresh out of college and wanting to use her analytical skills, recounts how she could have easily turned away from consulting had she not witnessed client interactions early in her career:

I thought wow, I have this new Bachelor of Science degree in mathematics and Im starting this new job. Ill be doing amazing stuff. And what, they have me formatting floppy disks! You graduate at the top of your class and then you start at the bottom. But you build your credibility by doing even the most basic things well. Like formatting disks. You reset your expectations coming into consulting. I was lucky. I got to talk to a client within three months which is not that bad. I went to the client with a senior partner who told me that I was good at taking notes and that was going to be my role. At that moment I didnt know how to walk into a meeting, how to greet people, how to space out where people on your team will sit, how to engage the client. Because I was so green the senior partner spent a lot of prep time with me. Heres what we have on the agenda, heres where I need your support. A lot of prep on how the meeting was going to flow and what my responsibilities are. Because he walked me through it, I felt comfortable. I could take notes and observe without worrying about what I was missing. I remember after the meeting, thinking, wow, people pay us money to offer advice, like you get paid to do this. That is actually pretty cool! I like this job!

At the beginning of our careers, we may simply need a job. These entry-level positions set you up for success if you have the courage to say yes to opportunities and the curiosity to learn. And like our math major
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